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Preface to the 
American Edition 


Contact with Cod was published posthumously by Gujarit Sahitya 
Praka&h, a Jesuit press in India. In undertaking an American 
edition, the editors had a dilemma of sorts; for example, 
whether to generalize and formalize the text, or to leave it 
more or less as delivered orally to a male—and Jndian Jesuit— 
religious audience, In deference to Father de Mello, it ap¬ 
peared the better course was to follow the original text where 
it served, leaving the reader to adjust to his spoken style and to 
accept a number of informalities. His paraphrasing of Scrip* 
turc and some absence of attribution where texts arc quoted 
are examples. It being a posthumous publication the usual re¬ 
course of querying the author was, naturally, not possible. Out¬ 
side of quotations American spellings are used, and inclusive 
language was employed where the text permitted it, 

Joseph F. Downey, SJ, 
Editorial Director 

Loyola University Press 















Foreword 


Those who were familiar with Tony de Metlo in his lifetime 
know and still remember lhat his ministry went through several 
distinct stages, corresponding parLly to the needs of the people 
he served but also to the demands of an inner development. 
Externally, one could perceive successively the spiritual direc¬ 
tor, the therapist, the guru; internally, a close friend has spok¬ 
en of “the progression of values from holiness through love to 
freedom.” 

Obviously, Lhesc values are not mutually exclusive; nor were 
the stages compartmentalized. There was not only continuity 
but a certain unity in the various roles he assumed. In fact, 
one might say that he was First and last a spiritual director in 
the great Christian tradition. Further, it could be argued that 
the ultimate reason why he remained popular to the end, 
when some had misgivings about Lhc way he was going, was 
that he never outlived his beginnings and always came across 
as an incomparable guide to closer contact with God, 

And so we come to this posthumous publication: a tran¬ 
script of his retreat conferences, ivhich he himself carefully ed¬ 
ited but never released. There is no answer to w r hy he did not 
make them available; or to whaL he would think of the present 
venture. The incontestable fact is that many people of all sorts 
will be very happy to have these notes. 

The text is reproduced just as Tony left it; only a title has 
been provided, and some slips were corrected—-though there 
was a suggestion favoring revision. The style is somewhat old- 




fashioned, the content not altogether posl-conciliar, the lan¬ 
guage quite sexisL 1 This last flaw, regarded as unpardonable to¬ 
day. could be excused because he was originally ad dressing Jes¬ 
uits. But there is hardly any reference Lo the lgnatian Spiritual 
Exercises, which were presumably dealt with in private inter¬ 
views. The subject of the talks can be summed up in the classi¬ 
cal Three Fundamental Principles: prayer, penance and the 
love of Christ The style is typical of Tony: forceful. 

That is how he always was; he did not impose himself but ir- 
resistably invited us to share in his experience. In the final 
phase before his death, it was not clear what he experienced; 
and his attempts at articulation were not too convincing. But 
he was always the same Tony. So this book is a sort of home¬ 
coming; and it is appropriately timed for the lgnatian Jubilee, 
which commemorates the birth of Ignatius of Loyola in 1491, 
and calls on Jesuits and their friends all over the world to enter 
more deeply into the spiritual legacy of the saint. 

For this occasion, Tony de Mello and his retreat conferences 
have a message, and we find it expressed in a homily he deliv¬ 
ered much later, on July 31, 1983: 

We need to sink deep roots into Cod if we are going to 
be attuned to the creating Spirit within , if we are going to 
have the power to love and to be loyal to this Church 
which will at times oppose and misunderstand us. Only 
conlemplatives can do this. Only they will know how to 
combine loyalty and obedience with creativity and con¬ 
frontation. I pray at this Mass that God and history will 
nut find us wanting, I pray that Saint Ignatius will have 
cause to be proud of us. 

Parmananda R. Divarkar, SJ. 

Bombay 
June 1990 


1 Wf have tried id remedy the problem of noninclusive language in the 
American edition, sec page vii—ed. 





1 


Receiving the Holy Spirit 


I wish to situate Lhis retreat in the context of the Church 
and the world today. Wc have assembled here for a period of 
silence and prayer and withdrawal at a time when the Church 
is in crisis and the world in desperate need of peace and 
development and justice. May we not be rightly accused of 
escapism? Can we afford the luxury of an eight-day withdrawal 
when the house is on fire and every available hand is needed 
to put the fire out? 

Are We Escapists? 

I want to condnue with that comparison. The house is 
indeed on fire. But too many of us, tragically, have no 
motivation to put it out; we would rather busy ourselves with 
our little worlds and litLle lives. Too many of us are too blind 
even to notice the fire—-we notice only what suits us. And even 
supposing we are gifted with motivation and proper sight, how 
many of us lack the strength to work perseveringly on this fire; 
how many of us lack the wisdom and reflection to find the best 
and quickest means for putting the fire out. And then there is 
so much selfishness in the way we set about the task—a 
selfishness that makes us come in one another’s way even 
when we have good intentions. 
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The retreat, on the face of it, does seem like a luxury and 
an escape, liul it is the kind of luxury taken by a general who 
withdraws from the direct line of firing to give himself time to 
reflect and to come up with a more effective plan of battle. It 
is the kind of escape that will enable us to strengthen our 
motivation, to widen our hearts, to sharpen our sight, to 
energize ourselves to plunge more wholeheartedly into the 
tasks that God has assigned for us in the world. Dag 
Ilammarskjold, the mystic who became U.N. Secretary 
General, was so right when he said in his diary, “In our era the 
path to holiness necessarily passes through the world of 
action." We contemplate and pray to re-create ourselves and to 
act more energetically and more effectively for God’s glory 
and the benefit of the world. 

The Greatest Need of the Church 

The Church is passing through a period of chaos and crisis. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing. A crisis is a challenge to 
grow. Chaos precedes creation—provided, and Lhis is a big 
proviso, the SpiriL of God is hovering over it. 

The greatest need of the Church today is not new r 
legislation, new theology, new structures, new liturgies—all 
these without the Holy Spirit are like a dead body without a 
soul. We desperately need someone to take away our hearts of 
stone and give us a heart of flesh; we need a fresh infusion of 
enthusiasm and inspiration and courage and spiritual 
strength. We need to persevere in our task without 
discouragement or cynicism, with new faith in the future and 
in the people we work for. In other words, we need a fresh 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 

To put this more concretely, we need people who are 
charged with the Holy Spirit, The Spirit works through 
people. Salvation comes through people. “There was a man 
sent from God whose name was John," wc read at the dawn of 
Christ’s coming. A person, not a plan, not a blueprint, not a 
message. "Unto us a child is born, unLo us a son is 
given"—God saved us, not through a “plan of salvation" but 
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through a human being, Jesus Christ, a man who was mighty 
in the Spirit. The Holy SpiriL does not come down upon 
buildings but upon people; iL is people he anoints, not 
blueprints; he circulates in the hearts and spirits of human 
beings, not in the latest machinery. 

So to say that the Church’s most desperate need is for a 
fresh infusion of the Holy Spirit is to say that the Church 
needs a whole army of spiriL-filled people. That is why we are 
making this retreat. We have come here in the hope that we 
shall become spirit-filled people. We have withdrawn with the 
altitude and the expectation with which the apostles withdrew 
to the cenacle before Pentecost. 

How to Get the Holy Spirit 

There’s nothing more certain than this: The i loly Spirit is 
not produced by any efforts of our own, He cannot be 
“'merited." There is absolutely nothing we can do to get him. 
He is a pure gift of the Father, 

The problem we face is the problem the apostles faced. 
They, like us, were in need of the Holy Spirit for their 
apostolate. Jesus gave them instructions on how to receive the 
Holy SpiriL He said, 

You must wait for the promise made by my Father, about which you 
have heard me speak: John, as you know, baptized wilh water, but you 
will be baptized with the Holy Spirit, and within the nest few days.,., 
You will rtce nw power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you; and you 
will bear witness for me in Jerusalem r and all over Judaea and Samaria, 
and away to the ends of the earth, 

Jesus said, "WaiL" We can’t produce the Spirit, We can only 
for him to come. And this is something our poor human 
nature finds very hard to do in our modern world. We cannot 
wait. We cannot sit still We are loo restless, coo impatient. We 
have to be up and about. We’d rather undertake many hours 
of hard labor than endure Lhe pain of waiting in stillness for 
something that is beyond our control; something whose time 
of arrival we do not know. But wait we must; so we wait and 
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wait and wait—but nothing happens (or rather* nothing wc 
can perceive with our unrefined spiritual sight)* so wc tire of 
waiting and praying. We are more at home “working for God" 
and so we drown ourselves in activity again. Yet the Spirit is 
given only to those who wait; those who expose their hearts 
day after day to God and his Word in prayer* those who invest 
hours and hours in what seems a sheer waste of time to our 
production-oriented minds. 

We read in Acts 1:4: “While Jesus was in their company he 
told them not to leave Jerusalem. ‘You musLwaii*' he said* ‘for 
Lhe promise of my Father. 1 " Do not leave Jerusalem. Once 
again* resist the urge to be up and doing before you are freed 
from Lhe compulsion to act; the urge to communicate to 
others what you yourself have not yet experienced. Once the 
Spirit has come, “You will bear witness for me in Jerusalem , *. 
and to the ends of Lhe earth." But not before, or you will be 
lying witnesses—or, at best* you will be pushers, not apostles. 
Pushers are insecure people who have a compulsion to 
convince others, so that they themselves will be less insecure. 

Jesus said, “You will receive power." Receive is an accurate 
wordl Jesus docs not expect us to produce power, because this 
kind of power cannot be produced no matter how hard we try. 
Il can only be received, 1 am reminded here of a woman who 
said, “I have attended dozens of seminars at which I have 
picked up at least a hundred beautiful ideas. What I need now 
is not more beautiful ideas. I need the power to put at least one 
of those ideas into action!” This is the reason why a retreat is 
not like a seminar: there are no lectures* no group discussions; 
there is a lot of silence and prayer and exposure to God. 

What to Do Concretely: An Attitude 

For tomorrow morning’s prayer and, if you wish, for the 
whole of tomorrow’s prayer, I want to recommend to you an 
attitude and a practice. The attitude is one of great 
expectation. St. John of the Cross says that people receive 
from Cod as much as they expect from God. If you expect 
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little you will generally receive little. If you expect much, you 
will receive much. Do you need a miracle of grace in your life? 
Then you must expect a miracle to happen* How many 
miracles have you experienced in your personal life? None? 
That is only because you weren’t expecting any. God never lets 
you down when your expectations of him are high; he may 
keep you waiting, or he may come at once, or he may come 
suddenly and unexpectedly like a “thief at night,” to use Jesus’ 
expression. But come he surely will if you are expecting him to 
come. 

Someone has rightly said that the sin against the Holy Spirit 
is to no longer believe that he can change the world, to no 
longer believe that he can change me. This is a more 
dangerous kind of atheist than those who say, “God does not 
exist,” for, while telling themselves that they believe in God, 
they have blinded themselves into a practical atheism of which 
they are hardly aware. They say, “God can no longer change 
me. He doesn't have the will and the power to transform me, 
to raise me from the dead. I know, because J have tried 
everything, Fve made so many retreats, prayed so fervently, 
had so much good will—but nothing has happened, just 
nothing.” The God of these people is, for all practical 
purposes, a dead God—not Lhe Cod who by raising Jesus from 
the dead has shown us Lhat nothing is impossible to him. Or, 
to use the lovely expression of St Paul who speaks of Abraham 
in Romans 4; he is the God in whom Abraham put his faith, 

the Cod who makes the dead live and summons things lhat are not yet 
in existence as if they already were. When hope seemed hopeless, his 
(Abraham’s) faith was such that he became “father of many nations,’ 
in agreement with the words which had been spoken to him; "Thm 
shall your posterity be.’ Without any weakening of faith he contem¬ 
plated his own body, as good as dead ((dr he was about a hundred 
years old), and the deadness of Sarah's womb, and never doubted 
God's promise, but strong in faith he gave honour id God, in the firm 
conviction of his power to do what he had promised. 
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What to Do Concretely: A Practice 

I suggest that you read Luke I 111 -13 sedulously. Read it 
again and again and ask yourself What is my response to 
fesus' words, “How much more will the heavenly Father give 
the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" 

Wait (ill you J'eel lakh enough in Jesus' words to really ask 
for the Holy Spirit in lull confidence. And then, ask! Ask 
repeatedly, ask earnestly, ask increasingly, even shamelessly, 
like that man knocking at his Friend’s door aL midnight, 
refusing to take No for an answer, There are some things we 
can ask Cod for only with the proviso, "If it be your will." 
There’s no such proviso here. It is dearly God’s will, his clear 
promise, to give you the Spirit. What is lacking is not his desire 
lo give you the Spirit, but (a) your faith that he means to give 
the spirit Lo you and (b) constant asking on your part 

So don’t hesitate to invest a lot of time in just asking and 
asking tirelessly. Say something like “Give us the Spirit of 
Christ, Lord, for we are your children;" or, “Come, Holy Spirit, 
Come, Holy Spirit.* 1 Any ejaculation will do: say it slowly, with 
attention, with earnestness. Say it a hundred times, a thousand 
times, ten thousand times. 

Or ask without words, just look up to heaven or at the 
tabernacle in silence and in a spirit of supplication. If you are 
alone in your room, you may want to make this supplication 
not just with your eyes, but with your whole body—raising your 
hands to heaven, perhaps, or prostrating yourself repeatedly 
on the floor. 

This may not be “meditation." It may bring you no great 
insights or '‘lights." But this is prayer. And the Holy Spirit is 
given in answer to earnest prayer, not in response to cleverly 
thought out meditations. Pray, noL just for yourself, but for all 
of us—for the whole group. Don’t say Just ‘Clive me," say also 
"Give us ." 

And, if you wish your prayer to have its maximum power 
and intensity, do what the apostles did when they waited for 
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Lhe Spirit before Pentecost—pray with Mary. The saints assure 
us that it was never known that anyone who sought her 
intercession or fled to her protection was left unaided. You 
can make this experience of the saints your own by having 
recourse to Mary in all of your needs. Then you will know this 
not because of what the saints say but because of what you 
have personally felt and experienced. Consecrate this retreat 
to Mary, the Mother of Jesus. Seek her blessing as you embark 
upon it. You will notice what a difference it makes. 

Finally, here are some psalms that may help you to put into 
words your petitionary prayer for the Spirit Lomorrow: Psalm 
4: 1 Only the light of your face can bring us happiness. Psalm 6: 
But you, O Lord . . . how long? Each night l weep. Return, 
Lord , . . how long? Psalm 12: How long will you hide your 
face? Psalm 15: My happiness lies in you alone. Psalm 23: 
(second half) Let him enter, the king of glory. Psalm 26: This 
is one thing I ask of the Lord. For this 1 long . . . One thing I 
long for—to live in the house of the Lord- It is your face, O 
Lord, that I seek. Psalm 32: Our soul is waiting for the Lord. In 
him do our hearts find joy. Psalm 37: Lord, you know all my 
longing; my groans are not hidden from you. Psalm 41: My 
soul is thirsting for God. My tears have become my bread, by 
day, by night. Psalm 42: Why are you cast down? Hope in God- 
Psalm 62: My body pines for you like dry, weary land without 
water, On you I muse all through the night. Psalm 120: My 
soul is longing for the Lord more than the watchman for 
daybreak. Psalm 136: By the rivers of Babylon there we sat and 
wept remembering Zion. 

You may want to fasten upon one or other of these lines 
from the Psalms and pour your heart out to God in the words 
that God himself has given to us with which to address him. 
They will have the power to give you faith and obtain for you 
what you are asking for. 


■ The numbering for the Psalms that Father de Me llo uses follows the 
Hebrew, not die Septuagiru version, and so Is diiFerent from most Catholic 
editions. 
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The Apostle’s Retreat 


1 want to start this conference with a question that is 
possibly in the minds of some of you. It is no longer the 
custom in many quarters to make a silenL retreat—or even to 
make a retreat at all* Something more in the nature of a 
seminar or a refresher course on theology or scripture seems 
more relevant lq our needs. We are apostles by vocation, not 
cloistered con tempi atives. Our vocation demands that we act, 
not be still; speak, not be silent. So it is, perhaps, under Stan dablc 
that some ask, ‘‘What sense does a retreat make to an apostle?™ 

My response to that is; “A retreat is possibly the most 
npos-L'ilic thing an apostle can do* There is, paradoxically, 
nothing more necessary for apostles than that they withdraw to 
the desert, that they spend prolonged hours in listening, not 
just talking, that they expose themselves to God and gel their 
spiritual batteries charged before they offer the light to others. 
Id prayer apostles present themselves before God so that God 
may give them what He wishes him to give to others." 

Return to the Source 

There is an urgent need today to return to our sources in 
order to seek renewal. Vatican II has urged us to go back to 
our roots, to our constitutions and Lhe Gospels, in order to 
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find ihere the life and the spirit that is peculiarly our own and 
(hat must be reinterpreted and lived out in modern times. The 
return to our sources, however, is not primarily a rcLurn to 
documents. It would be more accurate to speak, of a return to 
nur Source, in the singular, for there is only one source of our 
life as Christians and priests, a living person, Jesus Christ. And 
this does not involve a return to the past, for Jesus Christ is a 
person who is living today and can be mcL today. This is the 
Source that we must get in touch with and draw all our 
strength and inspiration from. And this is what a retreat is 
meant to give you: a chance, not to read books and get fresh 
insights, but to meet Jesus Christ, if you haven’t had that 
experience as yet; and if you have, to deepen your relationship 
with him. 

The Apostle: One Who Loves the Master 

You are expected, during these days, to give him all your 
time and attention and love, to lavish it all on him, as Mary the 
sister of Lazarus did with that precious ointment. For the poor 
we have with us all the year round. But Jesus wants to be 
known and loved personally, over and above the love we give 
him in our neighbor and the poor, “Simon, son of John, do 
you love me more than ail else?* “Yes, Lord, you know l love 
you." “Then feed my lambs," No matter how busy you may be 
with your Master’s work, no matter how important the nature 
of the task assigned you, your first and chief duty is to have a 
personal love for the Master. Before Jesus committed the 
pastoral office to Peter he gave him a screening test He asked 
Peter two questions, and both those questions had to do with 
his own person, not with the flock. The first question was, 
“Who do you say Lhat I am?" The second, “Do you love me?” 

These are the two questions thaL must resound within our 
hearts these days as we seek to become more “apostolic. 1 * We 
must hear Jesus say to each of us, "John, Mary, Tom, . . . who 
do you say that I am? In oLhcr words, don't just answer with a 
formula like ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God. 1 
That was Peter’s formula. What formula would you use to 
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describe what I am or who I am for you? John, Mary, Tom, , ♦ * 
do you love me more ihan all else?” If we wish to be apostles 
and pastors it is vital for OS to deepen our love for Jesus these 
days so Lhat we can say confidently, “Yes, Lord, you know that I 
love you indeed.” 

The Apostle: One Who Has Seen Christ 

Before the early Church recognized people as apostles it 
demanded this of them: that they be people who had seen the 
Risen Lord, This is partly the reason why Paul had so much 
difficulty getting his apostolic charism recognized. He insists 
he is a real apostle, not a bit inferior to the twelve and the 
other aposUes, because he has seen Lhe Risen Lord, “Am I not 
an apostle?” he says to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 9:1), 
“Did I not see Jesus our Lord?” 

And he insists that he received his gospel directly from the 
Lord. He did indeed preach a doctrine lhat he had received 
from others. (“FirsL and foremost I handed on to you the facts 
which had been imparted to me: that Christ died for our sins, 
in accordance with the scriptures; that he was buried; that he 
was raised to life on the third day, according to the scriptures 
and that he appeared to Cephas and afterwards to the Twelve” 
1 Corinthians 15). He got his historical fads from others but 
his Gospel and his commission to preach the Gospel he received 
from no one but Jesus himself. Not from the Church, not from 
the Christian community, not from any authority in the 
Church, but from Jesus in person. He even seems to have got 
some of his historical facts from Jesus in person. 

For the tradition which T handed on, to you came to me from the Lord 
himself: that the Lord Jesus, on lhe nighL of his arrest took bread 
and, after giving thanks to Cod, broke it and said: "'this is my body, 
which is for you; do this as a memorial of me.' 

1 Corinthians 11 

Paul will speak boldly of “my gospel” {Romans 2:16). Which of 
us would dare use an expression like that? or these bold words 
from Galatians: 


11 
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\ must in ike ii -clear to you, my friends, dm Uie gospel you heard me 
preach is no human invention, I did not ttke iL over from any man; 
no man taught it to me; 1 received it through a revelation of Jesus 
Christ „ . . in hi-i gtiod pleasure Cod F who had set me apart from birth 
and called me through his grace, chose to reveal his Son io me and 
through mr, in order dm I might proclaim him among the Gentiles. 
When that happened, without consulting any human being* without 
going up io Jerusalem to see those who were aposdes before me F l 
went o(T at once to Arabia, and afterwards returned to Damascus. 
Three years later I did go up to Jerusalem to get io know Cephas, I 
stayed with him for a fortnight, without seeing any other of the 
apostles, except James the Lord's brother. What 1 write is plain truth; 
before God I am not lying, 

Galatians 1:11-20 

Isn't this just the way it ought to be? Apostles are wUnesess, 
They must bear wi tness to what they themselves have seen and 
heard if their message is Lo carry any conviction* jusL as much 
as, and even- more than* witnesses in court who must witness to 
what they themselves have seen and heard* if they are to 
convince; not to what they have picked up from hearsay. How 
well this point is brought out in the two accounts that Paul 
gives of his vision of the Risen Lord and his conversion. In Acts 
22 he says. 

There* a man called Ananias, a devout observer of the Law and well 
spoken of by all the jews of ihe place, came and stood beside me and 
said, "Saul* my brother, recover your sight.' Instantly I recovered my 
right and saw him. He went on; "The Cod of our fathers appointed 
you to know his wil! and to see the Righteous One and to hear his very 
because you are lo he his wit 'ness befitre the world, and testify to what you have 
seen heard, * 

In Acts 26, it is Jesus himself who says these words io him. 

I said, "Trll me* Lord, who you are"; and die Lord replied, T am Jesus, 
whom you are persecuting. But now* rise to your feet and stand 
upright. / have nftpeared to you for a purpose: to appoint you my servant 
and witness, to testify both to what you have wn and to what you shall yet 
see of mel w 
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This is the kind of language the other apostles spoke, John 
says, 

h was there from the beginning; wc have heard ic we have seen it with 
our own eyes; we looked upon it, and fell it with our own hands; and it 
is of this we tell. Our theme is the word of life. This life was made 
visible; we have seen it and bear our testimony . , , whtl we have seen 
and heard we declare to you, so that you and wc together may share in 
a common life, that life which we share with the Father and his Son 
Jesus Christ, And we write this in order that the joy of us all may be 
complete, 

1 John 


And Peter says. 

It was not On tales artfully spun that we relied whe n we told you of the 
power of our Lord Jesus Christ and his coming; We saw him with our 
own eyes in majesty, when at the hands of God the Father he was 
invested with honour and glory, and there came to him from the 
sublime Presence a voice which said, "This is my Son, my Beloved, in 
whom my favour rests.’ This voice from heaven we ourselves heard; 
when it came we were with him on the sacred mountain, 

2 Peter 1:16-17 

This is no less a lest of a true apostle and witness today, two 
thousand years after Jesus died and rose again, than it was 
twenty years after his death and resurrection. Every genuine 
apostle in the history of the Church has measured up to the 
test. In fact some of them continue to nourish the Church 
with their doctrine arid to influence the life of the Church, 
men like the Fathers and the Doctors of the Church, precisely 
because they were men who were in direct touch with Jesus 
Christ; men who were great contcmpladves as Paul and Peter 
and John were great contcmpladves. If lo be a contemplative 
means being in living and constant communion with Jesus the 
Risen Lord, then how can you be an apostle without being 
contemplative? And harw can you be a contemplative unless 
you give much lime to personal, intimate converse with 
Christ? This is why we are making a retreat, not a seminar or 
refresher course. 
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The Apostle: Someone of the Spirit 

Wi? read in Acts 19 that when Paul went to Ephesus he met a 
group of converts who hadn't even heard there was such a 
thing as the Holy Spirit. Paul somehow detected this. Then he 
laid his hands on them and gave them the Holy Spirit. That, 
after all, is the chief business of the apostle, to give the Holy 
Spirit to others. This was why they were given the Spirit in the 
first place; this was to be Lheir specialization, their special 
contribution to the world. They were to experience the 
transforming effects of the Spirit in their own hearts first and 
then make this same transforming power available to others. 

Acts 8 tells us that when the apostles heard that Samaria had 
received the word of CJod Lhey sent. Peter and John down lo 
them to give the new converts the Holy Spirit. That hardly 
seems fair lo Philip, who had done the evangelizing of 
Samaria. It isn't as if the apostles were the only ones who could 
give the Spirit to others. This is something every Christian 
should be able to do, and presumably Philip could have done 
it quite effectively. Hut somehow this work seemed mosL 
appropriate lo the apostles. So Peter and John went down to 
Samaria. We are told that they 

prayed For the converts, asking that they might receive the Holy Spirit 
For until then the Spirit had not come upon any of them,... So Peter 
and John laid their hands on them and they received the 1 loly Spirit 

Acts 8:15-17 

Notice an important detail: Lhey prayed before laying hands 
on those good Samaritans. It was primarily by the power of 
their prayer that the apostles communicated the Spirit. They 
themselves had received him only alter intensive praying 
before Pentecost. What more natural than that this should be 
the way they would normally communicate him to others? Any 
wonder thal they were very reluctant to get immersed irl 
activity that would unduly distract them from Lhis lheir main 
task? We hear ihem say in Acts 6: 

II would be a grave mistake for US lo neglect the word of God in order 
no wait at table. Therefore, friends, choose seven men of good 
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reputetion frotrii your number . . . and wr will appoiru them to deal 
with these miners, while wc devote ourselves lo prayer and to the 
ministry of the Word. 

We are living in the age of the hyphenated priest: The 
priest-worker, the priest-scientist, the priest-artisE. We have 
apostles who are concerned to take up some profession or 
other as a help to their apostolate. All very well, indeed, 
prodded they keep fully alive what is most characteristic of 
their vocation as apostles, the ability to communicate the Holy 
Spirit to others. This is how l would judge the success of our 
formation programs. At the end of his years of formation I 
would say to the young priest about to set out on his 
apostolate, “Do you have the Holy Spirit? Do you feel 
confident that you can by God’s grace, give him to others?” Jf 
he says. No, then what is the use of all his formation, of his 
philosophy and theology and all the expertise he has picked 
up in languages or homiletics or liturgy or Scripture or the 
profane sciences or whatever? Of what use is it to the doctor 
that he is an expert in literature or any other subject, if he is 
weak in medicine? 

Our young priest may be a good theologian. He may even 
present his theology to others in an attractive way. But the 
world is noL hungering for theology. It is hungry for God. The 
early Church did not offer people a theology of the Holy 
Spirit The theology would come Later. First he offered the 
Holy Spirit himself, the experience of His power. The hungry 
man wants real food, not attractive pictures of food. And a 
hungry man certainly doesn't want words instead of food. Are 
our formation programs primarily and centrally geared to 
equipping our priests not just with words and concepts but 
with the Holy Spirit? Is this the sole motive behind all the 
changes we are making in their seminary formation? Is all else 
rigorously beaten back into second place? 

What does it mean to be able to give the Holy Spirit to 
others? Many things, but boiled down to its essentials it would 
mean this: to have the experience that you arc transforming 
hearts and lives through the power of your word and the 
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power of your prayer. And of the two, the ability to transform 
others through the power of prayer is far more importanL 
This is the power that Paul used principally for success in his 
apostolate. I lis spoken word doesn't seem to have had much 
of an effect on people. He willingly accepts the accusation of 
some of the Corinthians that he was a poor speaker. But Lhe 
power of his prayer! This he was constantly using. There's 
barely a letter in which he doesn't say he is constantly praying 
For his converts. To the Ephesians, for instance, he says, 

E kneel in prayer to the FaLher from whom every family in heaven and 
on earth lakes its name, ihai oul of the treasures of his gloiy he may 
grant you strength and power through his Spirk in your inner being, 
ihai through faith Christ may dwell in your hearts in love. With deep 
roots and firm foundations, may you be strong to grasp, with ail Cod's 
people, what is the breadth and length and height and depth of the 
love of Christ, and to know ii, though it is beyond knowledge. So you 
may attain to fullness of being, the fullness of Cod himself 

Ephesians 3:14-19 

I lere is Paul seeking to impart to his Christians spiritual gifts 
(strength, power, faith, love) that no one can impart to 
another through mere words (for this is something that is 
beyond words, even beyond all knowledge}. And we find him, 
true apostle that he was, seeking to impart these gifts through 
the power of his intercessory prayer. There is no other way. 

Here, then, is another reason why apostles withdraw to 
make a retreat: they need to be charged with the Holy Spirit 
The E Holy Spirit is given to those who watch and pray and wait 
patiently, those who have the courage to get away from 
everything and come to grips with themselves and with God in 
solitude and silence. No wonder every one of the great 
prophets, indeed Jesus himself, retired to the desert for 
prolonged periods of silence, praying, fasting, wrestling with 
the forces of evil. The desert is the furnace where the apostle 
and the prophet are forged. The desert, not the marketplace. 
The marketplace is where aposdes function. The desert is 
where they arc formed and seasoned and receive their 
commission and their message for the world, ‘'their” gospel, 




The Apostle's Retreat 

The Apostle: Someone of Discernment 

Here is another reason why apostles need retreats: the 
retreat teaches discernment, it helps to create and deepen 
within our hearts that silence within which the voice of Cod is 
heard. And who is in greater need of constantly listening to 
Cod's voice than apostles? They must listen so that they may 
know what to say to others. Even more importantly, they must 
listen SO that they may know where to go, what to do, when to 
speak, to whom to speak and how. How else will Lhey ever 
know the will of God? 

Apostles are sent on a mission. It is vitally important that 
they keep constantly in touch with headquarters! How much 
of what we call our apostolic activity is a great bustle covering 
up the fact that we are just doing our own will! We haven’t 
taken the time out to purify our hearts of our prejudices and 
inordinate attachments or aversions, in order to see God’s will 
with unclouded eyes. It is not enough to be full of zeal and 
goodwill The pharisees, says Sl Paul in Romans 10, had a zeal 
for God’s glory, but it was a misguided zeal and so, far from 
doing good they were doing positive harm. I am reminded of 
the priesL who once said to me, “Now that I have begun to 
pray again and see things in the light of the Gospels, I look 
back with sadness on the many years 1 have worked for Christ; 
and I wonder if I have done work for Christ or just given him 
more work to do in undoing the harm I have done!” What a 
pity he saw this so late in life; that it took him so long to begin 
to listen to the voice of God within him before he launched 
out into actiont 

When we begin to strain our ears to listen to God's voice we 
find all kinds of other sounds crowding into our ears: loudest 
among them are the insistent demands of our own selfish 
desires; and the most dangerous of these sounds, though not 
necessarily the loudest, are the whisperings of the angel of 
darkness, the “prince of this world,” as Christ called him, 
coaxing us on to a path of action that seems to glorify God, for 
he appears as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14} but his 
promptings, if followed, lead to havoc in Christ’s kingdom. 
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That is why apostles need to lie people of discernment. 
Their sight must be clear and their hearing sharp if they are to 
discern Lhc will of God from their own impulses, the 
promptings of the Holy SpiriL from those of the evil spirit In 
Acts, we see the AposUcs, as people who arc constantly attuned 
to the voice of the Spirit within them precisely because they 
were men of prayer. In Acts TO, Peter receives the revelation to 
go to the gentiles; his first response is one of pious horror, But 
Scripture tells us he was in prayer at that moment, so he was 
able to overcome his religious prejudices and be open to this 
unexpected plan of God. If he had not been a man of prayer, 
if, instead of going up to the terrace to pray that afternoon, he 
had lost himself in a great bustle of activity, he would, very 
possibly, have done much good for the cause of Christ. But 
would he have been able to open up Lhe Church to the whole 
world of the gentiles so successfully? We have only to read his 
words in Acts 11 and Acts 15 to appreciate this. The time he 
seemingly “wasted* in dealing with God and discovering his 
will was time that gave rich dividends indeed. 

1 think wiLh envy of those men of Acts who were so 
completely under the influence of the Holy Spirit in all their 
apostolic work, Philip the evangelist is sent by the Spirit to the 
desert road of Gaza. Who in the world would think of going to 
that desert strip of land as a place that would yield apostolic 
results? No amount of planning or position papers or statistics 
or sociological surveys would have shown this to Philip. Only 
the Spirit can give us such seemingly foolish directions if our 
ears are unclogged with Lhe noise of the world and of our 
selfish desires. 

(Jr take that marvelous passage of Acts 16 that must arouse 
the envy of any apostle who is struggling to find God's wilL 

They travelled through the Phrygian and Galatian region, because 
ihcy were prevented by the Holy Spirit from delivering the message in 
ihe province of Asia; and when they approached the Mysian bonier 
they tried m enter Bithynia; bm die Spirit of Jesus would not allow 
them, so they Blurted Mysia and reached Lhe coast at Troas. During the 
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night 2 vision came to Paul: a Macedonian stood there appealing lo 
him and saying, “Come across 10 Macedonia and help us." After he 
had seen this vision we at once set about getting a passage to 
Macedonia* concluding that God had called us 10 bring them the 
good news. 

Acts 16:6-10 

Paul was certainly in constant touch with headquarters. We 
know from 2 Corinthians 12 that he was a contemplative* an 
outstanding mystic. But prayer was certainly no escape for 
him. It was reporting for orders on where lo go, how long to 
stay there, what to do, what to say. It was living, loving 
intercourse with the Risen Lord that noL only gave Paul the 
guidance he needed but also brought him encouragement 
and fortitude. After his conversion* he is praying in the temple 
of Jerusalem when he falls into a trance and, in his own words, 

I saw him there, speaking to me. "Make haste,* he said, “and leave 
Jerusalem without delay, for they will noL accept your testimony about 
me," “Lord," 1 said, “(hey know that I imprisoned those who believe in 
thee, and flogged them in every synagogue; and when the blood of 
Stephen thy witness was shed I stood by, approving, and I looked after 
Che clothes Of those who killed him." But he said to me, “Go, for 1 am 
sending you far away to the Gentiles." 

Acts £2:17-£2 

When he is in Corinth the going becomes tough; the Risen 
Lord appears again to encourage his ambassador. 

One night in a vision the Lord said to Paul, “Have no fear: go on with 
your preaching and do not be silenced, for I am with you and no one 
shall attempt to do you harm; and there are many in this city who arc 
my people," 

Acts 16:9-11 

Similarly, during his final arrest, the Lord himself comes to 
commend him and tell him where he will go next 
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The following nighi the Lord appeared to him and said. "Ktrep up 
voljt courage; you havr affirmed ihe truth about me in Jerusalem, and 
you must do the same in Rome." 

Acts SMI 


How to Acquire These 
Characteristics of an Apostle 

['here was nothing; we could do to acquire or merit our 
vocation to the apostolate. This was a pure gift of the Lord, 
Similarly, there is nothing we can do to merit or acquire Lho 
things that most characterize the apostle: the encounter with 
Christ, the ability to impart the Spirit, the discernment of 
God’s will. These loo, are pure gifts. Well, there is something 
we can do Lo geL these gilts from the Lord. We can (a) desire 
them ardently and (b) ask for them constantly. 

Christ generally appears, Lhe Holy Spirit is generally given, 
to people of great desires. The day a burning desire for God 
arises within your heart, rejoice, because it won’t be long 
before the desire is fulfilled. Unfortunately, however, there are 
many who don't even have this desire. They have lost their 
appetite for God, If this is true of you, don't be discouraged. 
Do you at least want this appetite for God? Yes? Then all is 
well! You must then fall back on the second means of the two I 
mentioned above: you must make diligent use of petitionary 
prayer: pray for the grace to meet Christ (this is your right and 
privilege as an apostle); pray to receive the outpouring of the 
Spirit; pray to recover your appetite for God. Surely, this is 
nothing very difficult that is being asked of you. Just sit like a 
beggar in the presence of the Lord tomorrow and keep 
rattling your begging bowl until he fills it. Refuse to take “No" 
or “Later" for an answer. The Lord loves this kind of loving 
persistence, chiefly when Lhe gift we are insisting on receiving 
is Lhe gift of himself. Be like the Canaanile woman of Matthew 
15 who refused to be put off even by a clear rebuff of the 
Lord—and how the Lord loved and admired her for it! Or be 
like Lhe centurion of Mathew 9: “One word of yours, Ieird, is 
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enough—all you have to do is say one single word.” How 
warmly the Lord responded to dial kind of prayer tool 

So make this sort of prayer tomorrow! Take an ejaculation 
and repeat it ceaselessly: “Lord, teach me to pray” or ''Lord, I 
want you with all my heart." Or borrow the words of the 
psalmist, “My soul is thirsting for you"; “As Lhe deer longs for 
streams of living water, so do I long for you.” 

You may feel tired or bored alter a while. But persist in 
prayer. No single word of petition you say is really wasted. The 
Lord hears every single word of supplication that comes from 
your lips. If he delays a while in coming, in order to 
strengthen your faith, he certainly won’t delay too long. And 
you will have the thrilling experience of discovering the 
immense power there is in prayer, if you haven't discovered it 
already. 

There's something else you can do, particularly if you feel 
you are something of a “desperate case." You can get Our 
Lady to put in a word for you. See what she was able to achieve 
at the wedding feast of Cana! If you do this, you will make 
another thrilling discovery (if you haven't made it yet) that 
Mary’s influence with Christ is enormous and that the apostle 
has in her intercession a source of enormous strength and 
comfort and peace. 
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Dispositions for Starting 
a Retreat 

Why Make a Retreat? 

Each one of you has come to this retreat with some expecta¬ 
tions. It is a greaL help to make these expectations explicit. I 
have sometimes participated in Encounter Groups where the 
first thing the participants are invited lo do is to express their 
expectations and fears; What is it you fear in this Encounter? 
Imagine yourself leaving this group after the sessions are over; 
what would you like to have gained from it? In other words,, 
what do you expect, concretely, from this Encounter? This 
helps greatly to clarify goals and to draw more profit from the 
experience of the Encounter Group. 

This is what I invite you to do in prayer, either tonighL be¬ 
fore you go to bed, or tomorrow in your morning prayer. Ask 
yourself: Do J have any fears about making this retreat? WhaL 
are they? Do I bring any expectations to this retreat? What are 
they, concretely? 

People come with very varied expectations, some will want 
to deepen their prayer life; others to overcome some defect or 
rid themselves of some inordinate attachment or fear; yet 
others to find out God's will for themselves. Once you have 
faced your fears and concretized your expectations you may 
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want to talk them over with your spiritual director, and discuss 
what you ought to do to achieve your goals during these pre¬ 
cious retreat days. 

One very legitimate expectation that people have of the 
type of retreat I am offering you is t his: they expect to experi¬ 
ence Cod, to encounter him more deeply, more powerfully. 
This is a retreat, not a seminar. So it is geared to giving you 
not theology, not even “spirituality," but an experience: the ex¬ 
perience of God, the experience of falling in love with him 
and the experience of being deeply loved by him. This sort of 
experience will effect in your heart what no amount of theol¬ 
ogy or learning will, good and useful as these arc in their 
proper place and lime. 

We who claim to be apostles are particularly in need of this 
experience in our lives if we are going to offer to others, not 
just formulas about God, but Cod himself. How will you ever 
introduce others to a God or a Jesus Christ whom you yourself 
have never met? You surely know that the world today is sick of 
words. The market is glutted with hooks and more books and 
still more books; with ideas, ideas, idea*; with talk, talk, talk. 
What the world is looking for is action and experience. It won't 
be patient with God-talk any longer. The modem world is say¬ 
ing, Show me; where is this God of yours? Gan I meet him in 
rny life? If not, of what use is he to me? If so, how? Where? The 
modern world is becoming increasingly atheist. What proof is 
there that there is a God? one Hindu book puts it so well, 
"The finest proof of his existence,* it says, "is union with him.” 
If we can offer to others the experience of union with God 
and the peace and joy that this experience brings, we will 
have much less difficulty bringing atheists to God. 

The World’s Hunger for God 

Before Charles Davis left the priesthood, he wrote an article 
in America magazine that, in hindsight, is very poignant. He 
said something like this in that article: 

After Vatican n J was enthusiastic ahoul the prospect# there were for 

Church renewal, for updating and changing structures. I would offer 
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to packed audiences the wonderful new theology of Vatican [1 that 
contained such rich potential lor aggiomamenio and reform. Bul 
gradually, it dawned upon me that all those faces turned up toward 
me were noL seeking a new theology: they were seeking Codr They 
were not looking up to me as a theologian with a message, hut as a 
priest, who might be able to offer them God, They were obviously 
hungry for Cod. Then 1 would look into myself and realize, with a 
sinking heart that 1 could not offer them God; I barely had him my¬ 
self! There was a great void in my heart-—and the busier I was with 
things like Church reform and updating structures, even with the litur¬ 
gical renewal and scripture studies and pastoral methods, the easier it 
was for me to escape from Cod, to escape from the void in my heart. 

That, more or less, is the gist of what Charles Davis had to 
say in that article. How many of us priests have to admit as true 
of ourselves what he frankly confessed about himself? If the 
priest comes to the modern world equipped with every con¬ 
ceivable talent but lacks the direct, personal experience of 
Cod, the world will simply refuse to take his God-talk seriously 
and will have little use for him as priest, much as it may value 
him as an educator or philosopher or scientist. 

What the modern world, and in particular the younger gen¬ 
eration, is saying to us today—"Don't just talk, show me*—is 
what India has been saying to us for cenLuries. I remember 
good Father Abhishiktananda telling me, some years ago, of a 
holy Hindu he met in the South of India, who said to him, 
“You missionaries will never have any impact on us unless you 
come to us as gurus." The guru is a man who doesn’t merely 
talk about what he has read in a book. He talks from the assur- 
ance of his own religious experience. He guides his disciples 
with a sure touch because he leads them along paths to God 
that he has himself traversed, not just read about It will profit 
us little to tell our Hindu brothers and sisters about the experi¬ 
ence of a man called John of the Cross whose works we have in 
our libraries and of whom we are justifiably proud. They will 
be interested, but not impressed. They will say, "That’s fine. 
And what has your experience of God been? You come to us 
with theology and liturgy and scripture and canon law. But be¬ 
hind all these rites and words and concepts is a Reality that 
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those riles symbolize and these concepts cover inadequately. 
Are you in direct touch with this Reality? Can you puL me in 
touch with It?" 

Some Suggestions 

If the experience of Cod is one of your expectations, then a 
retreat like this one is just the thing for you. I shall offer you a 
number of suggestions during these days to help you dispose 
yourself to experience God, to pray and communicate with 
him in greater depth. There are some suggestions I should 
like to make righL now. 

1. Observe silence strictly all through the day. 

A few years ago it was self-evident that the voice of God is 
heard best in silence; that a retreat should be made in silence. 
This is no longer obvious to many people, Silence is a disci¬ 
pline on the ear more than on the tongue. We silence our 
Longues in order that we may hear better. How hard it is to 
pick up subtle sounds when we are talking! And the voice of 
God is a very delicate, subtle sound, particularly for cars that 
are noL accustomed to it. If your ears are not accustomed to 
hearing God's voice Lhen you are in special need of silence* A 
conductor will detect the sound of a fragile instrument like a 
flute even in the midst of the crash) rig sounds of a hundred in¬ 
struments in the orchestra. The untrained ear needs to be ex¬ 
posed to that flute alone for quite some time before it can rec¬ 
ognize it unerringly in the midst of the orchestra. And we 
need to be exposed to God's voice in silence for a long lime if 
we are later to detecL it amidst the noise of the marketplace. 

Modern humanity finds silence particularly irksome. We 
find it hard to sit still with ourselves. We are always itching to 
lie up and about, to do something, to say something; we can¬ 
not act, and so most of our activity is not free, creative, dy^ 
namic as we like to think it is; it is compulsive. When you ac¬ 
quire the ability to sit still and be silent, you will be free to acL 
or not, to speak or not, and lhen your speech and your activity 
will lake on new depth and power. 
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Modern humanity is suffering a serious crisis of superficial¬ 
ity. We can’t go deep into ourselves because the moment we 
aLtempt to do this we are cast out of our own heart as the sea 
casts out a dead body. One author has put it eloquently: hu¬ 
man beings cannot be happy unless they get in touch with the 
springs of life in the depths of their souls; however, they are 
constantly exiled from their own home* locked out of their 
own spiritual solitude; so they cease to be a person. The poet 
Kahlil Gibran says, “You talk when you are no longer at peace 
with yourself. And when you can no longer dwell in the depths 
of your heart, you live on your lips. And sound becomes a di¬ 
version and a pastime." 

Do you want a simple test of how much you yourself are a 
victim of the crisis of superficiality? See if you are comfortable 
with silence. How much silence can you endure without the 
compulsion to talk? This is far from being the only criterion of 
depth, but it is a fairly good one. 

2. Avoid reading. 

Keep away from all reading except Scripture and books that 
clearly foster prayer, books like The Imitation of Christ, A book 
may help prayer, but during a retreat it frequently becomes a 
hindrance to facing God. You can bury your head in a book 
the way a man buries his head in a newspaper when he is 
avoiding contact with people. When the going gets tough and 
communication with God becomes frustrating and dry {as 
sooner or later it is bound to become) the temptation to take 
refuge in a book is very strong. Then, instead of exposing 
yourself with courage to the rigors and frustrations of making 
contact with God, instead of enduring the pain of dryness and 
desolation, you will anesthetize yourself with an interesting 
book. Learn to battle against your distractions, to bear your 
coldness of heart patiently without crutches like books; the 
pain will be purifying. This is one of the standard trials of the 
contemplative life. Your prayer will deepen if you bear the trial 
and the pain, not shield yourself against il with a book. 

Not only in time of prayer, but at other dmes too during 
the retreat* stay away from books, just as you stay away from 
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conversation with others* Be silent and attentive to God all 
through the day, noL just in time of prayer and do tiot give in 
to the distraction of reading—a pious distraction, no doubt, 
but a distraction nonetheless* 

For many people spiritual reading, while very valuable, even 
necessary, in their spiritual lift, is no help at all in time of prayer. 
It is a kind of drug with which to ease the pains of eontempla- 
lion* I must add, however that for some people taking small 
doses of this drug would be better than total abstention. If af¬ 
ter a couple of bookless days you suspect that this is true of 
you, I invite you to talk the matter over with your spiritual di¬ 
rector, Most retreatants say to me after a couple of days, 
“Reading? IluL there's just no time to read.* 1 That’s generally a 
good sign that they have really taken off the ground, 

3, Invent time heavily in prayer. 

Give all the time you can to prolonged hours of silent deal¬ 
ing with God* This is the way to get the maximum profit from 
the retreat* It is the toughest way, but decidedly the best If 
you invest much lime, your prayer life will improve consider¬ 
ably and Lhis will be a lasting treasure you will lake with you 
from this retreat. 

Most retreatants give from five to six hours a day to prayer, 
not counting the time given to the Eucharist, the Office, and 
shared prayer at night. That isn’t too much at all; I once made 
a retreat under a Buddhist. He had us wake up at four in the 
morning and meditate for an average of twelve hours a day* 
Some of our number put in as many as fourteen or fifteen 
hours. That’s intensity for you, I thought amusedly of our 
Catholic retreats where people generally think they have done 
something heroic by praying for six hours a day. 

I'll have more lo say later about giving time to prayer* Here 
I shall content myself with advising you to pray much and to 
have fixed periods of prayer of an hour or more each time. I 
insist on the Tixed period”; set a Lime when you begin and 
when you end. This is a great help Lo mosL people who would 
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otherwise “pray all through the day," but whose prayer would 
Jack depth and intensity because it is loo general and vague. 
So fix your times for prayer, and pray outside these times too, 
of course. 

The Desire for God 

If you wish to attain a deeper experience of God in this re¬ 
treat, you must bring two vital dispositions with you. If you do 
not have these dispositions, you must give time at the begin* 
ning of the retreat to acquiring them. The first of these disposi¬ 
tions is a desire for God; the second is courage and generosity. 

The desire for God: God cannot resist the one who desires 
him ardently. I was much impressed by the Hindu story of a 
villager who came to a sannyasi (a holy man) while he was 
meditating under a tree and said to him, “I want to see God, 
Show me how I can experience God.” The sannyasi, typically, 
said nothing. He continued with his meditation. The good vil¬ 
lager returned with the same request next day—and the next 
and next and next, though he received no reply until, seeing 
his perseverance, the sannyasi at last said to him, “You seem to 
be a genuine seeker after God. This afternoon I shall go down 
to the river for my bath, Meet me there." When Lhe two of 
them were in the water the sannyasi grasped the head of the 
man firmly, pushed it under the water and held it there for a 
couple of minutes while the poor man struggled to come out 
of the water. After a couple of minutes the sannyasi released 
him and said, “Come again to the banyan tree tomorrow." 
When he came the next day it was the sannyasi who spoke 
first. “Tell me,' he said, “‘why did you struggle so much while I 
held your head under the water?” “Because," said the man, “I 
was gasping for air—without air I would have died,” Then the 
sannyasi smiled and said, “The day you desire God as desper¬ 
ately as you desired air, you will surely find him,” 

That is the chief reason why we do not find God: we do not 
desire him ardently enough. Our lives are crowded with far 
too many other things and we can get on pretty well without 
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God. 1 U* is certainly not as essential to os as the air we breathe. 
This is what he was to a man like Ramakrishna, Each lime I 
think of his life 1 feel deeply moved- He was barely sixteen 
sears old and already a priest in a Hindu temple, charged with 
performing [hr rites of the temple deity. He was seized with a 
longing to penetrate through Lhc veil of the temple Idol and 
get in touch with the Infinite Reality that the idol symbolized, 
a Reality he called ‘‘Mother/ This became such an obsession 
with him that he would sometimes forget Lo perform the rites. 
At other times, he would begin waving the sacred lamp before 
the deity and, seized with his obsession, would absentmindedly 
continue to wave tl for hours until someone would come in 
and bring him to his senses and stop him. He had all the signs 
of a man who was deeply, passionately m love. Each night be¬ 
fore retiring to sleep lie would sit before the deity and try, 
“Mother, another day lias passed and 1 have still not found 
you! How long must I wait, Mother, how long?” And he would 
weep bitterly. Flow can God resist such longings? Is it any won¬ 
der LhaL Ramakrishna became the extraordinary mystic he 
was? 1 le once said lo a friend, speaking about what it means to 
long for God, “If a thief were sleeping in a room that was sep¬ 
arated from a treasury fully of gold only by a thin wall, would 
he sleep? All night long he would be awake contriving devices 
to get at that gold. When I was a youngster, 1 desired God even 
more ardently than thaL thief desired gold/ 

St. Augustine tells us of the great restlessness of the human 
heart that cannot rest till it has found its rest in God, Without 
Giid, for whom we are created, we are like fish out of water. If 
we do riot experience the agony of the fish it is only because 
we kill the pain with a host of other desires and pleasures, 
even problems, which we allow to occupy our minds and 
which we allow lo suppress the desire for God and the pain of 
not having him yet. 

li you do not have this kind of desire for God, ask for it. It is a 
grace lhai the Lord gives to all whom he wishes to reveal himself 
to. Hopefully (he retreaL, by quieting the other cravings in your 
hearL, will bring this deep-rooted desire to the surface. 
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Generosity and Courage 

This is the second disposition you need. To pray is no easy 
task, particularly when you invest a long time in prayer. You 
will experience strong resistances within you — feelings of bore¬ 
dom, of disgust, even of fear as your prayer becomes deeper. 
No less a person Lhan Sl Teresa of Avila says there were times 
when she would feel so disgusted with prayer that she had to 
summon up all her courage to make herseir even enter her or¬ 
atory* "I know how grievous such trials are," she says. “They 
need more courage than do many trials in the world." And no 
one can accuse St. Teresa of not knowing what trials in the 
world art; — she was very 7 much out there in the world, battling 
to establish her Carmelite reformed convents throughout 
Spain, So, to persevere in prayer these days you are going to 
need generosity with Cod, and courage. 

There's another reason why you need courage and generos¬ 
ity: it isn't just that praver itself can be a demanding exercise 
but that the Cod you meet in prayer is going to lay bare your 
rationalizations, to break down your defenses, to make you see 
yourself as you really are—and this can be verv painful. The 
encounter with God is not always a pleasant, soothing experi¬ 
ence. Someone has said rightly that the encounter is surgical 
before it becomes soothing. The Cod of Lhe Bible is encoun¬ 
tered in a command. Each time someone experiences him in 
the Bible it is in connection with some sacrifice that has to be 
made, something that must be given up, some task that has to 
be undertaken, generally an unpleasant task. Witness the re¬ 
luctance of people like Jeremiah and Moses to accept the un¬ 
pleasant task God lays on their shoulders, if you want to meet 
God you must be ready to hear his voice Calling you to some¬ 
thing you may not like. 

When you were young you fastened your belt afx>UL you and walked 
where you chose; hut when you are old you will stretch om your arms, 
and a stranger will bind you Fast, and carry you where you have no 
wish to go. 

John 21:13 
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This does not mean that we must be fearful. The words we 
hear will not just be demanding words. They will be loving 
words, strengthening words. God wilt give us the love and 
strength we need to measure up Lo his demands. But we can¬ 
not gloss over the fact that the demands are there, that he is 
calling us to die to ourselves. And death is something that 
frightens us initially. 

You musL approach God with no conditions, in a state of 
complete self-surrender. If you start out by saying, “Ask me for 
anything except this" or “Command anything except such and 
such," you are putting a serious obstacle in the way of your en¬ 
countering God, I am not saying you are expected to have the 
strength to do what God wants you to do. Quite the contrary 
you are expected not to have the strength, poor, weak creature 
that you are. Strength is something that comes from God, not 
from ourselves. It is his business to provide it. 

What is expected of us is honesty—that we do not deceive 
ourselves, thaL we face the truth about ourselves, our cowar¬ 
dice, our selfishness, our possessive ness, and shed our rational¬ 
izations. The moment we get into prayer, we shall notice 
voices coming up within us that we would rather not hear. 
What is demanded of us is the courage to listen, and not block 
our cars, not look the other way, no matter how unpleasant 
Lhis might be. 

Do not start out wiLh the prejudice that God simply could 
not be asking this or that of you, that such and such would be 
silty or srnpid. God has no inhibitions whatsoever about de¬ 
manding the foolish and stupid thing of us. What could be 
more foolish than that salvation should come through the 
Cross? What more ridiculous than that the apostles should 
speak in tongues and expose themselves to the charge of being 
drunk? Indeed our overpowering desire to be always rational 
and balanced and respectable is one of the major obstacles to 
holiness. We want to appear proper and weli balanced, to do 
what is reasonable and respectable and conventional; in other 
words, what society considers proper and reasonable. The 
Holy Spirit can be downright “unreasonable* by worldly stan- 
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dardSj and the saints, by these same standards, were mad. 
Indeed, the dividing line between holiness and madness is a 
very thin one; it is frequently hard to distinguish one from the 
other. If we would be great saints and do great things for God 
we must lose our fear of being considered crazy; we must lose 
concern for our good name. So let us not exclude "crazy'’ 
things from the list of things God could be demandi ng of us. 
Let us approach him with minds and hearts open to anything 
be wants, no matter how crazy or difficult iL seems at first sight. 

Gospel Texts 

Here are some texts that may help you with your prayer to¬ 
morrow morning: 

Matthew 13:44—46; The parable of the pearl merchant and 
the parable of the hidden treasure. Here are crazy men for 
you. Imagine a man stumbling upon that precious pearl at a 
jeweler's shop. I hs heart skips a beatf Here is an extraordinary 
jewel indeed. This man knows a good stone when he sees one. 
What is the price? 10,000 rupees. 10,000 rupees? Even to think 
of a sum as gTeat as that is crazy, for he isn'L a rich man. So he 
goes away—but the thought of that pearl just won't leave him. 
He is obsessed with it. Then a truly crazy scheme takes shape 
in his mind: suppose he were to sell his house, his land, his 
tools of labor his very clothes—just everything (Jesus explicitly 
says he sold everything he had). If into this sum he threw all 
his savings, he would just be able to scrape together those 
10,000 rupees. How much doubt he must have gone through 
before he look that vital decision! Is it worth risking every¬ 
thing, indeed, actually losing everything for the sake of one 
pearl? What will the neighbors say? But when you are obsessed 
with something, all other considerations fall by the wayside. 
The fool actually sold everything and got his pearl. That is the 
type of man who gets God—the man who gives everything, the 
man whom everyone laughs at and considers a fool. But Jesus 
tells us that this kind of man goes away joyfully. Great mystery! 
He has lost everything—and he is filled with joy. Here is the 
pearl, the pearl of joy, of peace, that God gives to those who 
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give up everything for his sake. But mind you. it must be every¬ 
thing. Clod deals in fixed prices: 9,000 rupees won't buy you 
Lb at joy, nor 9,900, not even 9,999“give everything and you 
will receive everything. By contrast we have the rich young 
man of Matthew 19—-he has vast possessions and he goes away 
sad.'True and lasting joy is found only in total renunciation. 

We have a living model of this in Paul who in Philippians 
3:7-22 says so movingly of himself that he did indeed lose 
everything for Christ: 

Hue all such assets 1 have written off because of Christ, I would say 
more: f count everything sheer loss, because all is far outweighed by 
the gain of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I did in fact 
lose everything. I count it so much garbage. For the sake of gaining 
Christ and finding myself incorporate in him. . . . All I care for is to 
know Christ to experience the power of his resurrection, and to share 
his sufferings, in growing conformity with his death, if only 1 may fi¬ 
nally arrive at Lhe resurrection from the dead. 

“All I want is to know Christ," Can we say those words of our¬ 
selves? Is it true that this is ali we desire? If it is so, then we 
have already found God or are certainly on the verge of find¬ 
ing him. 

You may want to take Luke 14:26ff. or Matthew 10:37-39 
and consider the words of Jesus there as addressed to you. You 
may find inspiration in Genesis 12, where Abraham becomes a 
wanderer in obedience to God or Genesis 22 where he is 
asked to sacrifice his son Isaac. There is also Luke 9:57-10:9 
and the inspiring cry of Paul Lhat nothing can separate him 
from the love of Christ, in Romans 8:35, 

Or you may find these texts too demanding, too frightening 
for your weakness. Then take Acts 1:4—5, 8, 11 where you see 
the apostles praying for the Spirit who will take away their cow¬ 
ardice and give them the courage they are going to need for 
the apo&tolate. Do what they themselves did: (a) Don't leave 
Jerusalem—stay in your solitude and cut yourself away from all 
unnecessary intercourse with others, (b) Wait patiently for a 
power which you will “receive*—it cannot be produced by any 
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efforts of your own. (c) Pray persistently together with Mary 
and the saints. Or take Luke 11:1—13. it will encourage you to 
ask for the Holy Spirit with confidence. 

Or, finally, take I Timothy 1:15-17 where you will find 

those encouraging words of Paul: “God has done marvellous 
things through me, great sinner that I am, so that he might 
make an example of' me Lo oLhers, for if he could work won¬ 
ders with a man like me, what will he not do for others who 
trust in him.** 

Whatever you do, whatever texts you take for prayer, for 
heaven’s sake don’t seek to produce what is actually a pure gift 
of Cod: the courage and generosity you are seeking is so he¬ 
roic, the desire for God you need is so intense that no human 
being can produce it within his own heart. This is a gift of 
God, a gift that is always given to humble, persistent petition¬ 
ary prayer. So pray for courage- Pray for power. Pray for hon¬ 
esty, Pray for these gifts, not just for yourself, but for all of us 
who are making this retreat- Fray that we shall all experience a 
new Pentecost during these days. That each single person here 
will receive the Holy Spirit abundantly and experience his 
transforming power in his or her life. 
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How to Pray 


I warn, lo talk to you tonight about something you have 
come to this retreat to do. You have come here to pray. So I 
want to speak about prayer, what it is and how to make iL 
However* before entering into this topic let me say something 
to you about two related topics. The first is the need of the ex¬ 
perience of God for an apostle, the second, silence. 

The Apostle's Need for an Experience of God 

Swatni Vive ka nan da tells somewhere of his first encounter 
with Ramakrishna. The incident illustrates very well what I 
want to say on this point. Vivekananda* whose name was then 
Narendra* was a precocious, somewhat conceited young col¬ 
lege student who claimed he was an agnostic. He had heard 
about the holiness of Ramakrishna* so he went to visit him. He 
found him squatting on his bed. The conversation went some¬ 
thing like this: 

Narendra: Do you believe in God, Sir? 

Ramakrishna: Yes, I do. 

Narendra: Well, 1 don't. What is it that makes you believe 
in him? Can you prove to me he exists* Sir? 

Ramakrishna: Yes. 

Narendra: Why are you so sure you will be able to con¬ 
vince me? 
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Ramakrishna: Because at this moment ] see him more 
dearly than I see you. 

The tone of voice in which those words were said, and the 
expression on Ramakrishna's face overwhelmed Narendra, He 
was never the same again. Those words changed him com¬ 
pletely. Thai is the way it is wiLh the words, and indeed, the 
whole being of someone who is in direct Louch with God, It is 
disturbing to be in the presence of those who truthfully make 
the claim Lhat they can sense God and see him—“Someone like 
Moses of whom Scripture says, “He was resolute, as one who 
saw the invisible God™ (Hebrews 11:27). 

This is the whole point of our being apostles. The apostle is 
not just someone with a message. Apostles are their message. 
When we point out the way of holiness, people will not look at 
the direction our Finger is pointing in. The first thing they will 
look at is us. This is our greatest apostolic need today—not 
beLter planning, better equipment, better surveys, better 
knowledge of our people, Ihcir language, their customs, better 
conversion techniques (if such things exist at all!) but better 
human beings; a whole new breed of human beings whose 
lives are evidently charged with the power and presence of the 
1 loly Spirit 

The Identity Crisis; 

So many priests and religious arc undergoing today what is 
known as an identity crisis. The priest no longer knows what 
he is and what he is supposed to be in the modern world. This 
constitutes a problem, yes. But a crisis? We have, no doubt, to 
study and reflect so as to come up with a more adequate theo¬ 
logical definidon of w r hat a priest really is, and I can see the 
liberating effect this will have for the life and work of many 
priests. Bul does, this lack of an adequate theological defini¬ 
tion have to constitute a emir for a priest? 

Is a happily married layperson in a state of personal crisis 
because we are still in search of an adequate theological defi¬ 
nition of marriage (and, for lhat matter, always shall be, given 
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the richness of different cultures and of spiritual realities and 
the limitations of the human mind)? True, a better definition 
and a better understanding of marriage will be a help to our 
laypersons in their married lives. But in the meantime they are 
experiencing the reality of marriage even though they are not 
in possession of its definition. They love their spouses and chil¬ 
dren and arc loved by them; they experience the growth and 
fulfillment which the joys and pains of married life bring with 
them. There is no reason to be in a state of crisis. 

The Imitation of Christ is very wise when it says, had rather 
experience compunction than be able to define it." May we 
not say die same of many modern priests who are undergoing 
their identity crisis? Have they experienced the meaning of their 
priesthood and not just talked about it? Are they in Jove wuh 
Christ? Are they full of the Spirit? Do they have the fulfillment 
that comes from giving the Spirit to others, from bringing 
Christ into the lives of others? If they have, I don’t see how 
they can be going through an identity crisis any more than Lhc 
happily married people 1 spoke of earlier. But in order to ex¬ 
perience love for Christ you must first have met Christ. In or¬ 
der to give the Holy Spirit you must have experienced his 
power in your own life. This is whaL Lhc retreat is all about. It is 
not a seminar where we speak about Christ, It is a period of si¬ 
lence when we speak to Christ. The speaking about will come 
later. Let us meet him first, develop an intimacy with him. 
Then we will truly have something to talk about. 

Silence 

This brings me to my second topic. There are Pew things 
that help so much for conversing with Christ as silence. The si¬ 
lence I speak of is, obviously, the inner silence of the heart 
without which the voice of Christ will simply not be heard. 
This inner silence is very hard to achieve for most of us: close 
your eyes for a moment and observe what is going on within 
you, The chances are you will be submerged in a sea of 
thoughts that you are powerless to stop—talk, talk, talk (for 
that is what thinking generally is, me Lalking to myself)— 
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noise, noise, noise: my own inner voice competing with the re¬ 
membered voices and images of others, all clamoring for my 
attention. What chances does the subtle voice of God stand in 
all this din and bustle? 

Exterior silence is an enormous help for attaining interior 
silence. If you cannot bear to observe exterior silence, if, in 
other words, it is unbearable for you to keep your mouth shut, 
how will you bear the silence that is interior? Mow will you 
keep your inner mouth shut? Your tolerance of silence is a 
fairly good indicator of your spiritual (and even intellectual 
and emotional) depth. It is possible that when you shut your 
mouth the noise inside you will become even louder, your dis¬ 
tractions will increase, you will be even less able to pray. This is 
not caused by silence. The noise was there all along. Silence is 
only making you aware of it and giving you the opportunity to 
quiet and master it* 

Jesus tells us to shut the door when we go to pray. We are 
obviously not shutting the resL of the world out of our hearts, 
for we will take its concerns with us to prayer. But that door 
must be firmly shut or else the noisy world will come in and 
drown tint the voice of God, chiefly in the early stages when 
concentration does not come easily to us. And the beginner in 
prayer needs no less concentration than the beginner in math¬ 
ematics who cannot work on a complex problem when there is 
a Iol of distracting noise around him. The time will come 
when students of prayer, like mathematics students will be so 
gripped by their subject that no amount of noise will be able 
to lake their minds away from their subject. But in the early 
stages let them be humble and admit their need for quiet and 
for silence. 

The Saints on Silence 

The saints have spoken eloquently of the value of silence. 
Here are a couple of quotes 1 picked up from a book of 
Thomas Merton. One is from a Syrian monk, Isaac of Nineveh, 
What he says is as true for the solitary in the desert as for the 
apostle in the heart of a modern city. He says, 
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Many are continually seeking, but they alone find who remain in con¬ 
tinual silence. . . . Every man who delights in a multitude of words, 
even though he says admirable things, is empty within. If you love 
truth, be a lover of silence. Silence like the sunlight will illuminate you 
in Cod and will deliver you from the phantoms of ignorance, silence 
will unite you to God himself. , , , More than all things, love silence; it 
brings you a fruit that tongue cannot describe. In the beginning, we 
have to force ourselves to be silent, Hul then there is bom something 
that draws us to silence. May God give you an experience Of this 
"something" that is bom of silence. If only you practise this, untold 
light will dawn on you in consequence ... after a while a certain sweet¬ 
ness is bom in the heart of this exercise and the body is drawn almost 
by force to remain in silence. 

Every word in those lines is worth meditating on. These 
words will speak powerfully to the heart of anyone who has 
ever experienced the treasures there are in silence. 

The other quote on silence is from a desert Father, 
Ammonas, a disciple of St. Anthony; 

Behold, my beloved, I have shown you the power of silence, how thor¬ 
oughly it heals and how fully pleasing it is to God, Wherefore I have 
written to you to show yourselves strong in this work you have under¬ 
taken, so that you may know that i t is by silence that the power of God 
dwelt in them, because of silence that the mysteries of God were 
known to them. 

Isaac of Nineveh is obviously speaking from experience 
when he says, “In Lhe beginning we have to force ourselves to 
be silent" Silence doesn’t come easily to us at the start. When 
we try to observe it we shall notice strong resistances within us: 
Eveyln Underhill tells us the value of overcoming these resist 
lances in her book Mysticism: 

The self is as yec unacquainted with ihc strange plane of silence which 
so soon becomes Familiar to those who attempt even the lowest activi¬ 
ties of the contemplative live; where the self Ls released from succes¬ 
sion, the voices of the world are never heard and ihe great adventures 
of the spirit take place. 
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Adventures, indeed* You will make thrilling discoveries once 
you have suffered through the initial boredom and restless¬ 
ness that silence brings. You will find that this dark silence is 
real I v Filled with heavenly light and with heavenly music; that 
what at Tim sight seemed empty and nothingness is really 
filled with the presence of Cod, A presence that it is impos¬ 
sible to describe but thaL is somehow conveyed so attractively 
in the words of Simone Weil, when she tries to describe the ef¬ 
fects she felt on reciting the Lord’s Prayer: 

At tijnfj Lhe very first words, tear my thoughts From my body and trans¬ 
port it u> a place outside space where there is neither perspective nor 
point of vit-w,... At the same time, filling every part of Unis infinity of 
infinity, there is a silence, a silence which is not an absence of sound 
but which is the object of a positive sensation, more positive than that of 
sound. Noises, if there art- any, only reach me after crossing the silence. 

After listening to these words, I imagine that you need no 
further urgings from me to plunge inLo strict silence these 
days—for you are not likely to get such a fine opportunity in 
the rest of the year and the effects of silence are cumulative, 
that is, the silence thaL comes after four days of silence is 
deeper than the silence you have at the start of the retreat. 

How to Pray: Jesus the Master of Prayer 

IF this retreat is to give you the rich fruit you are expecting 
oT it you must invest a long time in prayer. And if you are to 
pray well you must know how to pray, 1 low are you to pray? 
This is a question that the apostles asked of Jesus, And Jesus 
himself' taught them what they were to do when they were in 
prayer. This is forLunatc for us, because we too can learn from 
him how to pray. There is no better master in the art of 
prayer; in fact, for us Christians, there is no other master. 

In Luke 11 We read, “Once, in a certain place, Jesus was at 
prayer. When he ceased, one of his disciples said 'Lord, Leach 
us to pray, as John Laugh t his disciples,’ 1 " How wise of the 
apostles to have direct recourse to the Master when they 
wanted to learn how to pray, 1 advise you to do Lhe same. No 
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one can teach you to pray, really, I certainly cannot, The con¬ 
ferences I shall be giving you these days will, please God, be 
something of a help to you in your prayer life. But, sooner or 
later, you are going to run into difficulties that no earthly 
Lcacher will be able to solve for you, and you will have to have 
direct recourse to Jesus and say to him, “Lord, teach me to 
pray." And he will solve your difficulties for you and guide you 
personally. So 1 advise you, right from the start, whenever you 
run into difficulties and find the going tough, to look at Jesus 
and say, “Lord, teach me to pray." Say it again and again — for 
the whole day if need be. Say it without strain or anxiety, 
calmly, in the firm expectation thaL he will teach you; as in¬ 
deed he will! Here then is the first answer to the question, 
“How to pray?" Go to Jesus and ask him to teach you. That is 
how you learn to pray. 


God-Centered Prayer 

Let us continue with Lhat gospel passage and see what kind 
of teaching the Lord gives on prayer. M Hc answered, ‘When 
you pray, say. Father, thy name be hallowed; thy kingdom 
come. 1 ** Here's something about the type of prayer that Jesus 
teaches. He teaches us to begin not with ourselves but with the 
Father; not with our interests and needs but with his kingdom, 
“Set your mind on God's kingdom and his justice before every¬ 
thing else, and all the rest will come to you as well" (Matthew 
6:33). Jesus’ prayer was essentially God-centered, as was his 
whole life. We speak of him today as the man for others, as in¬ 
deed he was. But he was even more the man for his Father, 
The Gospels make it abundantly dear that the one great obses¬ 
sion in Jesus' life was not humankind, but his Father. His food 
and drink was to do the will of his Father, We would be his 
brothers and sisters and mother only if we did the will of his 
Father. He is less concerned with our calling him, “Lord, 
Lord,” than with doing his Father's will as he himself did. In 
fact, he is clearly obsessed with trying to get all of us to be lovers 
and worshipers of the Father as he himself was. We Like to think 
that it was out of love for us that he went to his passion, and so it 
was. However, it is sobering to realize thaL, for all the love he 
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had for us, he recoiled from Lhe passion; he did not warn, it; 
Lhe only thing that made him go through it was his Father* 
Father, take this cup away from me; 1 do noL want iL; but if you 
warn ii for me 1 shall take it, “So that the world may know that 
I love the Father, and do exactly as he commands, up, Let us 
go forward!" (John 14:31}. 

Here then is the first lesson thaL Jesus gives us when he 
teaches us to pray. He teaches us to begin with Cod; to be con¬ 
cerned about the coming of his kingdom, about his name be¬ 
ing glorified, abouL his holy will being done everywhere. This 
is one of the reasons why our prayer fails; U is too self- 
centered, too human-centered. We must get out of ourselves 
and center ourselves on God and his kingdom, 

Jesus will make us pray for ourselves too. None of that su¬ 
perior kind of holy indifference thaL says, I’m just not 
bothered about myself—I leave all my needs to God. No, sir! 
Jesus will have none of this. We must become humble, accept 
the fact that we have needs, even material needs, and beg God 
to fulfil these needs. Jesus bids us ask for three things for our¬ 
selves: for our daily bread (for bread, not luxuries!), for spiri¬ 
tual strength, and for forgiveness of sin. 

Petitionary Prayer 

Have you noticed something in the prayer Jesus teaches his 
apostles? From start to finish it is petitionary prayer: “FaLher, 
may your name be glorified, may your kingdom come, may 
your will be done ,, , " Even these things are the subject of our 
petition! The kingdom of God is going to come even more 
surely than the sun is going to rise. And yet Jesus bids us ask 
that it may come. 

This is what prayer was for Jesus, Prayer, as he taught it to 
the apostles, meant asking for things we need, asking for what 
is good for us. As if to confirm this Jesus gives us a kind of 
commentary on the Our Father, He says, 

Suppose one of you hi* a friend who comes u> him in ihe middle of 

lhe night. and says, My friend, lend me three foav«, for a friend of 
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mine on a journey h^s turned up ai my house , and I haw nothing to 
offer him: and he replies from inside,, do not bother me. The door is 
shut for ihc nighu my children and I have gone to bed; and I cannot 
get up and give you what you warn, I tell you that even if he will not 
provide for him out of friendship, the very shamelessness of ihe re¬ 
quest will make him get. up and give him all he needs. And so I say to 
you, ask and you will receive; seek and you will find; knock, and the 
door will be opened. For everyone who asks receives, he who seeks 
finds, and 10 him who knocks, the door will be opened. 

The words are positively startling in their simplicity: every¬ 
one—no distinction bcLwecn saints and sinners, no *1fs" or 
“buts"; euijyonewho asks will receive. It is as if this is too much 
to believe “These are hard words, and who can believe them?" 
All sorts of doubts and reservations come to our minds. We 
have asked for things so often and haven’t received them; 
Jesus could hardly mean literally what he says. So he rubs it in, 
so to speak, 

U there a father among yon who will offer his son a snake when he 
asjts for fish, or a scorpion when he asks for an egg? If you, then, bad 
as you arc, know how to give your children whaL is good for them, how 
much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who 
ask him! 

This is a constant teaching of the New Testament: prayer is 
powerful, prayer gives us all we need. And prayer is, basically, 
pedtionary prayer* Here are some texts where you can check 
Lhis For yourself, I recommend that you read them prayerfully. 
They are bound Lo strike you between the eyes—unless, of 
course, you have known the power of petitionary prayer and 
been practicing it all along. Matthew 21:2(k-22; Mark 11:22-26; 
Luke 11:1-13, 18:1, 8; John 14:12-14, 15:7, 16:23-24; James 
1:5-8, 5:13-18; 1 John 3:22, 5:14-15; Philippians 4:4-7; 1 
Timothy 2: Iff. 

The Key to the Art of Prayer 

Somewhere early in my religious life I had the great good 
fortune of making a retreat under an extraordinary man, 
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Father Jose Calveras, who had the reputation or teaching peo¬ 
ple how to pray during his retreats. I knew of venerable old 
Jesuits who had been many years in religious life and came 
away from Father Calveras's retreat saying, “This man has 
really taught me to pray"—not entirely accurate, of course, be¬ 
cause there’s barely any Christian who doesn’t know to pray in 
some way or other. I suppose what they meant was that 
Calveras had taught them to pray more satisfactorily and in 
greater depth. This he certainly did for me. 

I went to his retreat full of great expectations, but within a 
couple of days 1 was afflicted wiLh all my usual prayer prob¬ 
lems. When 1 took them to Father Calveras, he said to me, 
quite simply, "How do you pray?" (It sLruck me laLer that no 
one before had asked me that question point blank!) So 1 be¬ 
gan to describe, step by step, what I did in prayer. “I take some 
point for meditation and get started on that,” 1 said, ‘‘and 
within a minute or two my mind wanders. I’m hopelessly dis¬ 
tracted. 1 ’ “What do you do then?” asked he. “Well, when I real¬ 
ize 1 am distracted {and that isn't too soon generally) ( come 
back to the point I was meditating on." “And then?" said he. 
"Then I'm distracted again." “And then?” Calveras was very pa¬ 
tient while I explained how, in my prayer, I moved from medi¬ 
tation to distraction, to meditation, to distraction—with Lhc 
distraction generally accounting for ninety percent of the 
time. 1 have met dozens of people since then who have had ex¬ 
actly the same experience and I wouldn't be surprised if this 
were the experience of'most of you. 

Father Calveras then said to me, “What you are doing is 
thinking—meditating. You are not praying. Nothing wrong 
with meditation, of course, provided it helps you to pmy. Tell 
me, do you have your rosary with you?" (This, I should ex¬ 
plain, was in the days before Vatican II—though I personally 
retain my devotion to the rosary even today). "Yes," I said. 
Tull it out, will you?" (1 was a very young Jesuit and Calveras 
was an old man. He could do this sort of thing with impunity.) 
I did. “Do you know how to use that?" “Of course I do.” "Then 
why don't you?” “What? You mean I should say the rosary dur- 
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ing meditation?* I was a little shocked and showed it. What l 
did not show were the thoughts that went through my head; 
they were something like this: Does this man, Lhis reputed 
master in the art or prayer, seriously expect me to say the ro¬ 
sary during meditation? I had come to associate the rosary 
with very simple, ignoranL people^the prayer for farmers and 
fisherfolk, and the sort of thing you fell back upon if you were 
particularly disturbed in prayer and could do nothing else, A 
sort of second best. But I was perfeedy capable of medi¬ 
tating—I had just completed my studies in philosophy! 

Father Calveras in his quiet way went on* '‘Say a decade, 
praying to our Lady to obtain for you the grace of prayer, the 
grace to overcome your distractions. Then come back to vour 
meditation if you wish. And if you are still distracted, say 
another decade and another. And, possibly, give up your med- 
itadon altogether and just pray for all the graces you need. 
Pray for your fellow retreatants. Pray for those you love. Pray 
for the world. The fruit of a retreat is not obtained through 
meditation and deep reflection. It is a pure gift of God and 
while a certain amount of reflection is helpful, even necessary, 
this gift is obtained through asking, through begging. So beg 
for it and the Lord will give it to you. Ask for the grace to pray. 
Ask for the grace to be generous with Christ. Ask for the grace 
of experiencing his love * 

Father Calveras clearly took the gospel teaching on prayer 
quite literally. My later experience was to show me that this 
was the main reason why he was indeed a masLer in the art of 
prayer. He seriously believed, and taught us to believe, and all 
we had to do was to ask the Lord for what we needed, and Lhe 
Lord would not let us down. He said to us, “The key to the art 
of prayer is the prayer of petition. Many people never learn to 
pray because they have never learned to make effective use oi 
petitionary prayer. The hand outstretched to beg obtains what 
the hand pressed against one’s head to think does not.* 

He said to me at that interview, “Do you like the Litany of 
the Saints? Or the Litany of our Lady? Yes? Then pray like this, 
slowly, attentively, 'Holy Mary, pray for me. Holy Mother of 
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God, pray for me. Holy Virgin of Virgins, pray for me ... * Can 
you pray like this?" Of course I could pray like that. The only 
trouble was that it seemed to me too easy, Surely, prayer must 
be something more complicated than this! I was later to read a 
book by Calveras in which he explained that simple vocal 
prayer and the devotional use of ejaculatory prayer is the anti¬ 
chamber to mysticism* I had been taught to look upon it as 
the prayer for beginners and the ignorant! To him, and in¬ 
deed to anyone with some experience in the art of prayer, this 
was the prayer of the proficient 

Becoming a Child in Prayer 

Father Calveras did indeed leach me to pray. From that day 
I’ve never been able to say honestly that 1 don't know how to 
pray. l T ve had my difficulties in prayer and. I'm sorry to say, I 
have not always been faithful to prayer. But I have never been 
able to say that 1 don’t know T how to pray. That simply 
wouldn't be true. I certainly do know how to pray. All 1 have to 
do is fall back on simple vocal prayer, on the prayer of peti¬ 
tion. Any child can do this. That's the trouble with so many of 
us: we have ceased to be children, so we have forgotten how to 
pray. 

Again and again, I have met priests and religious who 
prayed much better before they entered the novitiate or semi¬ 
nary than after. Does this surprise you? Many of you are prob¬ 
ably in this category. Before we entered the novitiate, we 
prayed with such simplicity of heart. We had recourse to God, 
to the Blessed Virgin, in all our needs—for grace to pass our 
examinations, for health, for success in our work. Then we 
grew up and learned a lot of clever arguments about God not 
being interested in these mundane trifles. God helps those 
who help themselves, we cannot change the will of God. etc. 
So we stopped expecting miracles; we stopped praying for mir¬ 
acles; and Clod’s interventions in our lives became fewer and 
fewer. In addition to this, we picked up complicated methods 
of prayer. We were taught how to reflect deeply; in other 
words, all the emphasis was given to reading and meditation 
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and discursive prayer. We gradually became convinced that 
what we needed to become saints was deep convictions; and 
the way to deepen our convictions was to reflect, reflect, re¬ 
flect; meditate, meditate, meditate. Whereas the truth of the 
matter is that what Ive need more than conviction, a thousand 
times more, if we are to be saints, is strength, spiritual power, 
courage, perseverance—and for this, we must ask, ask. ask; 
pray, pray, pray. 

I shall deal with all these objections to petitionary prayer in 
another conference [conference 6—cd.]. For the time being it 
is sufficient that you expose yourselves to Christ's words on 
prayer in the Gospels, They will cause a wild hope to arise 
within your heart, even a certainty: if I pray earnestly For the 
Holy Spirit, I shall receive him—even today, this very day. Why 
not? You are very lucky indeed if God gives you this kind of 
faith, for then you will ask and you will surely receive. Mind 
you, I am not advising you to abandon meditation altogether. 
The very fact that I suggest you read those gospel passages, 
means 1 am inviting you to some form of meditation and re¬ 
flection. What I am suggesting is that you stop placing your 
trust in meditation and start Felying on the power of simple 
petitionary prayer and that you give this prayer much more im- 
portancc than meditation, if you do this, you wilt discover the 
power that prayer brings, and the confidence and peace. You 
will realize the truth of'Paul's words to the Philippians: 

The Lord is near: have no anxiety, but in everything make your re¬ 
quests known to Cod in prayer and petition with thanksgiving. Then 
the peace of Cod, which is beyond our utmost understanding, will 
keep guard over your hearts and your though is, in Christ Jesus. 

Philippians 4:6-7 

And, having experienced the truth of these words for yourself, 
you will never abandon prayer for the rest of your life. 
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The Laws of Prayer 


Anyone who reads the words of Jesus on petitionary prayer 
with a fresh, unprejudiced mind, is bound to be impressed. 
Just ask, says Jesus, and you arc bound to receive, A wild hope 
arises in our hearts. Can it really be true? Let me take him on 
faith and launch out, and I shall receive all I need and desire. 
But our experience frequently kills the hope, 1 have prayed so 
often in the past, and 1 have been disppointed so often. The 
words of Jesus couldn't possibly mean what they say. If they 
did, how can my frequent failure in prayer be explained? 

The answer to that is simple enough. If you have not sue* 
ceeded in prayer it is not because prayer does not work. It is 
because you have not learned to pray well An engineer may 
complain that engineering doesn’t work because every time 
he builds a bridge it collapses. The truth is Lhat engineering 
works very well, but he is a bad engineer, IT wc Fail in our 
prayer it is because we arc bad prayers. We have failed to mas¬ 
ter the laws of prayer that Jesus clearly enunciated, for prayer 
has its own laws just as much as engineering. 

The First Law of Prayer: Faith 

Have you noticed Lhe habit Jesus had of saying to anyone 
who came to him for a favor: Do you believe I can do this? In 
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other words, he always insisted on faith in his power to heal 
and cure and work miracles. We are told that in his home¬ 
town, Nazareth, he could not work many miracles because of 
the lack of faith of the people there. It was almost a rigorous 
law with him: if you believe* all things are possible. If you do 
not believe, 1 can do nothing for you. You yourself need not 
have the faith: it is enough that someone else has it for you, (I 
shall later point this out as one of the advantages of shared 
prayer: you may ask the Lord for something* and your faith 
may be too weak for you to receive it^ but the Lord will give 
you what you arc asking for,) The daughter of ] air us had no 
faith; neither, as far as we know, did the servant of the centu¬ 
rion mendoned in Matthew 8:5, nor the paralytic of Matthew 
9:2-8, It was enough that the petitioner, not necessarily the 
beneficiary, have faith. But faith there had to be. There was no 
substitute for iL 

Jesus made a law out of this, In Matthew 21: ISff, we read: 

Next morning on his way to the city be Felt hungry; and seeing a fig- 
tree at the roadside he went up to it* but found nothing on it but 
leaves. He said to the tree, “You shall never bear fruit any more;* and 
the tree withered away at once r The disciples were amazed at the sight, 
"How is it/ they asked p “that the tree withered so suddenly? 11 Jesus an¬ 
swered them, "1 telJ you this: if only you have faith and have no 
doubts, you will do what has been done to the fig-tree; and more than 
that, you need only say to this mountain, “Be lifted from your place 
and hurled into the sea/ and what you say will be done. And whatever 
you pray for in faith you will receive „ 

Mark says the same thing, more emphatically. 

Early nest morning, an they passed by p they saw that the fig-uce had 
withered From thr roots up; and Peter f recalling what had happened, 
said to him, Tiabbi. look, the fig-tree which you cursed has withered." 
Jesus answered them, “Have faith in Cod. T tell you this: if anyone says 
to this mountain, Be lifted from your pia^e and hurled into die sea 3 h 
and has no inward doubt but believe* thaL what he says is happening, 
it will be done for him. L teL] you, then, whatever you ask For in prayer, 
believe that you haw received it and it will be yourt/ 
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This law of faith was well understood by the apostles, who 
handed it on to the early Christians. James puts it this way in 
his letter (1:5-8): 

If any of you falls short of wisdom, he should ask God for it and it will 
be given him, for God is a generous giver who neither refuses nor re¬ 
proaches anyone. But he must ask. in faith, without a doubt in his 
mind; for the doubter is like a heaving sea ruffled by the wind, A mart 
of chat kind musL not expect the Lord to give him anything; he is 
double-minded, and never can keep a steady course. 

Jesus continues to work miracles in response to faith in our 
day too, I have been particularly impressed by the faith of 
some people who are in the healing ministry. They seem to 
perform again the type of miracles that we read Jesus per¬ 
formed in the Gospels and the apostles in Acts. Has it ever 
struck you that every time Jesus sent his apostles out to preach 
he gave them the power to heal and to work miracles—as if he 
linked the two ministries Inextricably together, Lhc ministry' of 
healing and the ministry of preaching? In a sense, every 
preacher of the gospel has to be something of a miracle 
worker. And so it is significant that the only grace the apostles 
asked for, for themselves, besides the grace of boldness and 
courage in proclaiming the gospel was the grace of working 
miracles. After they are discharged from the court, they make 
this prayer: 

And now, O Lord, mark their threats, and enable thy servants to speak 
thy word with all boldness. Stretch out thy hand to heal and cause signs 
and wonders to be done through the name of thy holy servant jesus. 

Their prayer seems to have been generously answered: 

When they had ended their prayer, the building where they were as¬ 
sembled rocked, and all were filled with the l Joly Spirit and spoke the 
word of God with boldness. 


Acts 4:51 

And many remarkable and wonderful things took place among the 
people at the hands of the apostles. In the end the sick were actually 
carried oul into the streets and laid there ott beds and stretchers, so 
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Lhai even iht: sMuw of l’eter might fall on one or another as he 
passed by; and the people from the towns round Jerusalem flocked in. 
bringing those who were ill or harassed by unclean spirits, and all of 
them were cured. 


Acts 5:12.15-16 

St Paul, who stands out as a wonder worker in Acts, wiil ap¬ 
peal to his power to perform miracles when he strives to estab¬ 
lish his credentials as apostle in the early Church- 

] am being very Foolish, but ii was you who drove me io it; my creden¬ 
tials should have come from you. In no respect did 1 fall short of these 
superlative apostles, even if 1 am a nobody. The marks of a true 
apostle were there, in the work I did among you, which called for such 
constant fortitude, and was attended by signs, marvels, and miracles. 

2 Corinthians 12:11—12 

Why do we not witness today the kinds of miracles that the 
early Church witnessed? Why are there such few miraculous 
healings, even raisings from the dead? Some say it is because 
there is no need for miracles today, My own feeling is that we 
have never needed miracles so badly; and the reason why we 
don't have more is that we just don’t expect miracles to hap¬ 
pen; our faith is very low. I recollect speaking with a Jesuit con* 
frere who is doing excellent work among Hindus, by whom he 
is revered as a holy man and guru. E (c felt the call to launch 
out and proclaim the faith and explicit allegiance to the Risen 
Lord to his Hindu ''disciples.* But how to do this to a group of 
people who see all religions as equally good and who will 
wholeheartedly acccpL Jesus—-but on their Lerms, as just 
another manifestation of the divinity, like Buddha or Krishna? 
I said Lo him, Tin you know when things will start to happen? 
When a daughter of one of your disciples dies, and you walk 
into the house and say lo everyone, ‘Do not weep; the girl will 
live. In the name of Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord, I shall bring 
her back to life,’ and then proceed to make good your bold 
claim as the apostles did in Acts. That is when things will begin 
to happen, I assure you. There will be conversions to Jesus 
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Christ and there will be hostility and persecution," Today we 
have very little of cither in India. 

I told you before that Jesus somehow linked the charism of 
healing and working miracles with the ministry of preaching. 
He, himself, joined the two things in his own life and aposto- 
late, and he joined the two whenever he commissioned his 
Apostles to go out and preach. This is probably because for 
most of us nothing is so real as our bodies, and when we see 
God operating in our bodies then he becomes more real to us 
than ever. 

The modern world, fortunately, has its share too of the 
mighty works of the Risen Lord still living in our midst. I know 
of missionaries who have performed miracles for their people. 
1 am much impressed by the faith of a man like David 
Wilkerson who in his admirable book The Cwss and the 
Switchblade tells us how he cures drug addicts whom modern 
medicine and modern psychiatry have given up as incurable. 
You can apparently do nothing for the addict who has begun 
to inject the drug inLo his bloodstream, Wilkerson claims he 
cures them by merely laying hands on them and communicat¬ 
ing to them the power of the Holy Spirit. Here is faith in ac¬ 
tion for you! 

If you want to learn of some other instances of outstanding 
faith, read the book Realities by Basilea Schlink and God’s 
Smuggler by Brother Andrew, particularly the part about his 
seminary training where people are sent out on preaching ex¬ 
peditions with no more than a pound sterling in their pockets 
to put the gospel Literally to the test before going out to 
preach it themselves. 

IF in our own lives wc never or hardly ever experience God's 
miraculous interventions, it is either because we are not living 
dangerously enough or because our faiLh has grown dim and 
we hardly expect any miracles to occur, How important it is 
LhaL Lhcre be miracles in our lives if we are to preserve a keen 
consciousness of God’s presence and power. A miracle, in the 
religious sense, is not necessarily an event that contravenes the 
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taws of nature—this would be a physical phenomenon that 
need not have any religious significance. For a miracle to oc¬ 
cur in my lire it is enough for me to have the deep conviction 
that what occurred was produced by God, that it was a direct 
intervention of God on my behalf. Any religion that postulates 
a personal God must of necessity give great importance to two 
things: petitionary prayer and miracles. God becomes personal 
to me when I cry out to him. when 1 see no hope in any hu¬ 
man being, and when he personally intervenes to deliver me 
or to give me strength or to enlighten and guide me. If he did 
not do this he would not be personal to me because he would 
not Ise an active factor In my life. 

Today we seem to be losing this sense of God's constant in¬ 
tervention in our lives. The Jews of the Bible had a tremen¬ 
dous sense for this. That is why they were a people of great 
faith. Did it rain? Then it was God who made it rain; they very 
conveniently overlooked the atmospheric changes that 
brought them the rain. Did they win or lose in battle? It was 
God who made them win or lose. It hardly occurred to them 
to credit the results of battle to the skill or the negligence of 
their generals. Even if their troops displayed cowardice on the 
battlefield and were therefore routed, it was God who weak¬ 
ened the hearts of the soldiers by taking away their courage. 
All their attention was focused on the Primary Cause, on God. 
They seem to have just overlooked secondary causes. And so, 
in everything, it was natural for them u> have recourse to God. 

With us it is just the opposite. Do you have a headache? 
There is no point in getting down on your knees and praying. 
Take an aspirin. Humankind, has come of age. Instead of 
spending our time in Church praying, let us build laborato¬ 
ries, rely on our own ingenuity, and invent the medicines and 
other things we need. All of this has a point; but it is not the 
full truth- We have become so conscious of secondary causes 
that God no longer features in our life and our thinking. It is 
perfectly true that aspirin needs inventing, but it is God who 
gives us the motivation to invent it* ft is also true that the aspi¬ 
rin rids you of your headache, but the full truth is that it is 
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God who cures you through that aspirin tablet, his almighty 
power at work within the healing or soothing fortes of aspirin. 

God is its much a need in every event and action of our mod¬ 
ern lives and our modern cities as he was to the Jews in the 
desert We have just lost the faith-sense that enables us to see 
him operating behind every secondary cause, to sec his hand 
guiding events personally through the veil of human agencies. 

] remember reading an article some years ago written by 
two lay psychiatrists. It was a study on priests and religious 
whom they had treated. They remarked that out of the dozens 
of priests and brothers who came to them for help in their 
personal problems, only two ever even so much as mentioned 
the name of God in all their interviews, and only one of these, 
a lay brother, mentioned him as an important factor in his life 
and his cure. To all the rest it seemed as though God had no 
part in their lives. He was never referred to when they were 
talking about problems that were most intimate lo them. Isn't 
this a sign of how much God has receded into the background 
of our lives? How weak our sense of faith has become! We just 
don’t expect God to intervene powerfully and directly in our 
lives. Do we have a psychological problem? Then a psychiatrist 
is needed. A physical illness? Call a doctor. Jesus seemed to 
think quite otherwise. The baker was surely an important fac¬ 
tor lo him in the obtaining of our daily bread, but the most 
important factor was our heavenly Father, and it was to him we 
had to turn to ask for our daily bread, 

If we do not have faith, we shall not even chink of turning to 
God in all our needs. If we do not have faith, our prayers will 
be ineffective even if we turn to God. Tell me, supposing you 
were to make a long list of petitions and place them before 
your Father in heaven, would you be surprised if they were all 
granted? Why? Were you not just taking for granted that you 
would get all you asked for? DoesnT your surprise show a defi¬ 
ciency in your faith? 

Faith is not something you can produce? Don’t foru yourself 
to have faith—it wouldn’t be faith at all but a strained effort to 
make yourself believe. Faith comes as a gift from just exposing 
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vourself to God's company. The more you deal with God the 
more von begin to realize that nothing is impossible to him. 
You will begin Lo have the faith thaL makes you convinced that 
he can change stones into children of Abraham. Then you will 
be convinced that he can easily change your stony heart too, 
and the moment that conviction sets in, the change in your 
heart will begin. 

This then is the first law of petitionary prayer. Prayer musL 
be accompanied by an unshakable faith- Remember, ^You 
need only say to this mountain, 'Be lifted from your place and 
hurled into the sea,' and whaL you say will be done. And what- 
ever you pray for in faith, you will receive.* Those problems of 
yours that seem like enormous mountains will yield before the 
power of your faith. Jesus adds a very interesting detail in Mark 
11 ;24: “I tell you, then, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe 
that you have received It, and it will be yours." How strange. 
Believe that you have received iL and it will be yours. It is not 
yet yours, but you must pray as iT it is yours already. That is the 
reason why some people blend their petition with thanksgiv¬ 
ing. They will pray for something; then they begin to thank 
God For having granted them what they were asking for. What 
is the proper time to begin thanksgiving? Obviously, you will 
say, when you have received what you are asking lor. But not 
The proper time to begin thanksgiving is when God has given 
you the conviction that he has heard your prayer —even before 
you actually receive the gift you were asking For. When friends 
give you a check, do you first wait to have it cashed in the bank 
before you thank them? When you realize that God is going to 
give you what you are asking for, that is the moment to begin 
to thank him. 1 read of a woman who prayed to be cured of ar¬ 
thritis. She began her thanksgiving three whole years before 
the cure came, because she was convinced that the cure was 
on iis way. So when we pray, we must be attuned to what God 
is saying to us and receive the promise of the gift before the 
gift comes. Could this be whaL St, Paul meant when he told the 
Philippians to blend their petitions with thanksgiving? 

The ljord is near; have no anxiety, but in everything make your re- 

quests known to Cod in prayer and petition i vith thanksgiving. Then the 
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peace of God, which is beyond our utmost understanding, will keep 
guard over your hearts and your thoughts, in Christjesus. 

Philippian s 4:6-7 

That, incidentally, is a beautiful formula for always living in 
the peace of God! 

The Second Law of Prayer: Forgiveness 

In Mark ILJesus tdls us of the need for faith if our prayers 
are to be effective. In that same passage, he insists on the need 
of something else: forgiveness. 

And when you stand praying, If you have a grievance against anyone, 
forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you the wrongs 
you have done. 

Mark 11:25 

This is a fundamental law of all prayer, something Jesus in¬ 
sists on again and again. If you do not forgive, you will not be 
forgiven; it is impossible for you to be united with God. 

If, when you are bringing your gift no the altar, you suddenly remem¬ 
ber that your brother has a grievance against you, leave your gift 
where it is before the altar. First go and make your peace with your 
brother, and only then come back and offer your gift- 

Matthew 5;£3-24 

Here is the principal reason why the prayer of so many peo¬ 
ple is lacking in powen they nurse resentments within their 
hearts. I have frequently been amazed to see the weight of re¬ 
sentment that people, even priests and religious, carry with 
them through life: resentments against superiors, particularly 
for injustices, real or imaginary. They are not aware of the 
harm that this does to Lhcir prayer life, to their apostolic effec¬ 
tiveness and, in many instances, even lo their physical health. 

These sentiments of bitterness, hatred, and rancor poison 
our system and cause us suffering. And yet it is amazing to see 
how we cling to them. Sometimes we would rather part with 
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any possession, no mailer how precious, than with a grudge we 
are nursing against someone. We simply refuse to forgive] 
Jesus will have none of this. His teaching is unambiguous: If 
you do not forgive, I shall have nothing to do with you! 

1 therefore suggest that right from the start of this retreat 
you spend Lime ferreting out any resentments you have and 
getting rid of them. If you don't, your prayer during this re¬ 
treat is bound to suffer. Don’t hesitate to give it all the time 
you need, even if you spend two or three whole days just on 
Lhis. I advise you to make a list or all the people whom you 
hate or hold a grudge against or refuse to love and forgive. 
Making this list may not be as easy as it sounds for some of 
you. If there is one sentiment that we priests are in the habit 
of repressing, after sexual feelings, it is hate feelings. And so 
we sometimes meet priests who will tell you in all sincerity that 
they hate no one and love everyone, but who, unconsciously, 
betray their resentments and bitterness in their way of speak¬ 
ing and acting. One simple way of unearthing repressed re¬ 
sentments that you might have is to make a list of people you 
are negatively inclined to. If that doesn’t yield results, make a 
list of the people you have a poor opinion of, or even those 
whom you like less than others, or, finally, those who dislike 
you, The list may yield some surprises in the way of ill feelings 
or resentments you may be harboring. 

Getting Anger out of Your System 

What are you to do with that list? I wouldn't have you jump 
lo forgiveness too soon. This might lead only to further re¬ 
pression of your resentful feelings. It is frequently a help to 
deal with resentments by ""getting them out of your system." 
The ideal would be to talk things over with the person you re¬ 
sent and express your resentments to him or her quite frankly. 
This ideal, unfortunately, is not always attainable, either be¬ 
cause the persons in question are not around or because, even 
though they are around, they just wouldn't be able to respond 
to your expression of resentment in a constructive way. 
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The next best thing then is to express your resentment in 
fantasy. Imagine you see this person you resent in front of you 
and really “tell him off.” Forgiveness is not weakness or cowar¬ 
dice. I know a priest who just couldn't bring himself to forgive 
and to trust a colleague whom he resented. For months on 
end he had prayed for the grace of forgiveness, to no apparent 
effect. When I finally got him to "have it out," to confront this 
person in the presence of a third party who served as a skilled 
catalyst, forgiveness came so easily that he even wondered if 
there was anything to forgive. Another priest was having trou¬ 
ble forgiving a subordinate who had caused him much suffer¬ 
ing by calumniating him. The feeling of resentment rankled 
him for months and would almost invariably crop up in 
prayer, however much he tried to push iL out of his mind. I got 
him to confront this person in imagination through a role- 
playing session, even to express his hurt and anger by pound¬ 
ing a pillow. After the session he realized what a coward he 
had been, how weak he had been in dealing with this subordi¬ 
nate of his. The situation did not change. The calumniating 
continued. But this priest was now emotionally able to under¬ 
stand and forgive this person, He had got the anger out of his 
system and it troubled him no longer. 

I can sec how, in boLh these instances, a too hasty recourse 
to prayer might have aggravated rather than alleviated the 
problem. And so, while 1 carncsdy recommend the forms of 
prayer I am about to outline here as a means to forgiving 
others, I must warn you that they may noL always be a substi¬ 
tute for the deep-rooted emotional (sometimes even physical) 
need we have for getting the hostility out of our system. 

How to Forgive through Prayer 

That clear, here are some effective ways of obtaining the 
grace to forgive and to get rid of resentments; 

1. Pray for the welfare of the people you dislike. This is 
what Jesus recommended in the sermon on the Mount, 

As you keep praying for them, your attitude toward them 
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undergoes a mysterious change. You begin to care, to be 
positively inclined, even to love them. It is easier to for¬ 
give people we love and pray lor. 

Sec every injustice done to you as planned and controlled 
by find for some mysterious purpose, It is not enough to 
say, “God permitted it. 1 * God does not just “permit" 
things; he plans them, he controls them. The passion of 
Christ, that enormous acL of human injustice, was not just 
permitted by God. It was planned and willed and fore¬ 
ordained. And so Jesus will be constantly talking about 
having to go through his passion so Lhat “the Scriptures 
may be full!lied." And St, Peter says in Acts 2:22—25! 

T speak of Jesus of Nazsreih, a man singled out by God. ,,, When he 
had been given up lo you, by the deliberate will and plan of God, you 
used heathen men 10 crucify and kill him. 

If we look upon all the “passions'’ in our own lives—that is, 
all the injustices, real or imaginary, done to us—as Jesus 
looked upon his as controlled and foreordained by God, as his 
deliberate will and plan, we will not dwell long or deeply on 
secondary causes, on the people who caused us hurt and pain, 
on the Hcrods and Pilates in our lives. We will look beyond 
them at the Father who holds ail the strings of our lives in his 
hands and who has ordained this sulfering for our good and 
the good of the world, and we will find it easier to forgive our 
persecutors and our enemies. 

However, this may lead to a further problem, Our resent- 
rnenis may get displaced onto God! Because of our habit of re* 
pressing sentiments of hatred and rage, we priests sometimes 
find it hard to understand how people can develop very deep- 
seated resentments against God when a calamity occurs in 
their lives: the death of a loved person, the loss of health, fi¬ 
nancial misfortune, etc. These people understand rightly ihaL 
in some mysterious fashion the Lord “is to blame," that he is 
behind all of these events. And even though their faith and 
understanding will tell them that the Lord has planned all of 
this for their good, iheir heart and their emotions cannot help 
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resenting the person who has ordained these calamities when 
he could have prevented them. My mind may fell me that the 
surgeon's knife is for my good, hut that doesn’t prevent my 
body from resisting it and hating it as an evil —$0 it is with the 
heart that cannoL always be ruled by the head in what it feels. 

When resentments against God come to the surface, it is 
good to give expression to them in his presence—to give ex¬ 
pression to all the anger and haired you feel. And don't be 
bothered about the language you use. I remember doing this 
once: 1 was deeply disappointed at not getting something 1 
very much wanted, and I resented Cod for not giving it to me, 
I resented him to Lhe point of refusing to talk to him, refusing 
to pray, for two whole days. Childish, if you will, but effective. I 
knew deep down that I could trust Cod enough to express my 
resentments to him, just as ! am in the habit of doing with my 
friends. I have no fear to express all my negative feelings to 
them because I am so sure that they love me enough to under¬ 
stand, and, that as a result of this “encounter,’' the love be¬ 
tween us will grow. If I withheld my negative feelings from 
them, I would be treating them politely, as acquaintances 
rather than intimate friends, and I would expose myself to the 
danger of cooling off in my relationships with them, for re¬ 
sentments cannot always be “willed" away; they have a habit of 
rankling under the surface and undermining our love in the 
long run. 

You need not be afraid to say angry, even bitter words to 
God. As holy a person as Job did this. This did not i ndicate at 
all that he was lacking in respect for the Lord, On the con¬ 
trary, it was a sign of his intimacy with God. 1 And it is signifi¬ 
cant that in the end the Lord praises and commends him 
while he rebukes Job's friends who were so scandalized by 
Job’s bitter words and who were urging him to blame himself 
rather than Lhe Lord for all his misfortunes. As we vent all our 
negative feelings against the Lord, they will gradually be 
drained off. Our love will come to the surface and we will be 
happy to find that this “quarrel" we had with him has not only 
not undermined our relationship with him, it has deepened u, 
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After all,, even in expressing anger to people, I am contacting 
them and showing them I care enough to be angry. If my rela¬ 
tionship with you is fragile and I am unsure of it, I shall be 
very reluctant to show you my anger for fear of losing you. 1 
need to be sure enough of you and intimate enough with you 
to trust you with an expression of my anger against you. Anger 
is very frequently the obverse side of love, frequently love itself 
in other form. The opposite of love is not anger or even hate. 
It is coldness and indifference. 

5. Here is something else you can do to rid yourself of griev¬ 
ances and resentments. Stand in spirit before the 
Crucified Christ and keep your eyes fixed on this great 
Victim of injustice. It won't be long before you feel 

t ashamed dial you are making such a fuss about the liLLlc 
injustices you have been subjected to—you who call your¬ 
self his disciple and who agreed to follow him, precisely 
on the understanding that you too would take up your 
Cross as he did. 

I have known people who practiced this exercise to feel not 
only shame at their harboring resentments, but even joy and 
gladness that they were accounted worthy to suffer something 
of the fate of their Master, It would be wonderful if you were 
to reach that stage yourself. Then you will understand some¬ 
thing of what he said in his sermon on the Mount, 

How blest are those who have suffered persecution for the cause of 
right . . . how blesl you are* when you suffer insults and persecution 
and every kind of calumny for my sake. Accept U with gladness and 
exultation^ 

Matihw 5:10-12 

You will also understand the secret of the saints who fek such 
joy when Lhey were humiliated without giving any cause for 
the humiliation, and such gratitude toward their "persecutors'' 
whom they looked upon as benefactors! Now make sure you 
do not force these feelings upon yourself. If you do, they won’t 
last and will only leave you discouraged and resentful again. 
Enough for you to slay dose to your Crucified Master aind to 
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understand that the injustices you have been subjected to are 
part of the price you pay for following him closely. Someday, 
as you come closer to him, he will give you the grace to find 
joy in crucifixion and to break out in praise and song, rather 
than in bitter angry words. 

In all of these exercises, for attaining the ability to forgive, I 
have assumed that you are the innocent victim or injustice. In 
most cases, however, this is too much to assume. We are very 
frequently responsible, at least in some degree, for the injus¬ 
tices that come our way. Only we find it very hard to accept, or 
even see, that responsibility. I am hopeful thaL once we have 
got our resentments and negative feelings out and had re¬ 
course to prayer, it will be easier to forgive if forgiveness is 
called for. 

I have shared with you thus far two of Lhe laws that govern 
the art of prayer. There arc yet other laws, but 1 shall leave 
them for another conference for fear that this conference be 
drawn out too long. It seems Lo me that none of the other laws 
have the immense value that these two have, for nothing is so 
important to prayer as faith and forgiveness. 1 offered you 
some exercises in forgiveness and have explained to you the 
importance of faith, so you have enough "employment" for 
the hours of prayer that you have ahead of you. I exhort you to 
accept Jesus' words on the power and effectiveness of prayer 
with the simplicity of a little child—and then the kingdom of 
heaven will open to you. I wish to end this conference on a 
moving story that Ramakrishna would tell his disciples to illus¬ 
trate this simple childlike faith that the Lord expects of Us 
when we approach him in prayer. 

In a village in Bengal there lived a poor widow whose only 
son had to go to school to a neighboring village each day. The 
boy had to traverse a jungle each day to go to school; so he 
said, “Mother, Fm afraid to go through that jungle alone. 
Send someone with me,” The mother replied, “We are too 
poor, son, to afford a servant who could accompany you to 
and from school. Ask your brother Krishna to accompany you 
to school He is the Lord of Lhe jungle and he will listen to 
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your prayer.” That is just whai the little fellow proceeded to 
do. He walked up to the jungle next day and called out to his 
brother Krishna. And the Lord replied, ‘'What do you want, 
son?" Said the boy, “Will you come with me to school each day 
and accompany me back home through this jungle? I'm afraid 
to go alone.” “Yes,“ said the Lord Krishna, "it will give me 
much pleasure to do that for you." And so Krishna would wait 
for his little protege each morning and evening and walk with 
him through the jungle. 

Now when the schoolmaster's birthday came, all the chil¬ 
dren were expected to bring him a birthday present. The 
widow said to her son, “We are too poor to afford a birthday 
present for your master, son. Ask your brother Krishna to give 
you a present for him." Krishna gave Lhe boy a jugfull of milk 
and the boy marched proudly to the schoolmaster's house and 
placed the jug at his feet together with the many other 
presents thaL were laid out there. But the master paid no atten¬ 
tion to this humble offering, and afLer a while the child began 
to whimper with the spontaneity of children, "Nobody is pay¬ 
ing any attendon to my present. Nobody is noticing my 
present” Until the master said to his servant, "For heavens' 
sake take Lhat jug into the kitchen or we shall never hear the 
end of this complaining,” The servant emptied the contents of 
the jug into a howl and was going to rcLurn the jug to the boy 
when, to his amazement, he noticed the jug was filled with 
milk again. He emptied it again into the large bowl, and it 
filled up again under his astonished eyes—-just like that phial 
of oil chat the widow used for the prophet Elisha. 

When the master heard of this miracle, he called the boy 
and said, “Where did you get this jug from?” "Brother Krishna 
gave it to me,” said the lad. “Brother Krishna? Who is this 
brother Krishna of yours?” “He is the Lord of the Jungle. He 
accompanies me to and from school each day.” The master 
was incredulous. “We’re all coming to see this brother Krishna 
of yours," he said, and he and the servants and the other stu¬ 
dents all marched our little hoy to the edge of the jungle and 
said, “Call your brother Krishna, We want to see him.” 
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So the boy began to call to Krishna, “‘Brother Krishna , . . 
Brother Krishna ...” But the Lord who had always come so 
promptly in the past at the sound of his little friend, was silent 
today. The jungle was silent. All that could be heard was the 
echo of the boy calling out to his brother Krishna in vain. At 
last the poor fellow was reduced to tears, “Brother Krishna, 
please come,” he said, “If you don’t come they will not believe 
me. They’re saying I'm a liar. Do come, brother Krishna,” 
Then, at last, he heard the voice of the Lord who said, “Son, I 
cannot come. The day your master has your childlike faith and 
your simple, pure heart, 1 shall come,” 

I was much moved when I first read this story, because it re- 
minded me of Jesus’ dealings with his disciples. Only those 
who had faiLh were to see him risen. We way, let him First ap¬ 
pear to me and then I shall believe. Or else how will 1 know if 
this is real or just the effect of autosuggestion? The Lord 
doesn’t seem interested in helping us with that problem. He 
says, “First believe and then you will see. Only believe and 
nothing will be impossible to you," 
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Petitionary Prayer 
and Its Laws 

Among the writings of the Desert Fathers there is a set of 
homilies attributed to Macarius of Egypt- There is a very de- 
lightful homily among these, one in which Macarius claims 
that even the greatest sinner can aspire to become a mystic 
provided he turns awav from his sin and trusts in the Lord, 
I lere is an encouraging paragraph from that sermon: 

For even & baby, too weak for anything and unable to walk to his 
mother on his own little feet, cm yet roll about and scream and cry be¬ 
cause he wants her. Then the mother is sorry for him, and at the same 
dme pleased that the liuJe one desires her so much. Therefore, as he 
cannot come to her, she, moved by his longings and by her own love of 
her child, takes him up and sweetly fondles and feeds him. Thus also 
deals the loving God with the soul who comes to him and longs for 
him. 

By that comparison of the little child Macarius captures ad¬ 
mirably Jesus’ doctrine on prayer. There is hope for all of us, 
God isn't asking questions about our worthiness or unworthi- 
ness, He isn't looking into our past life with its failures and in¬ 
fidelities. It is enough that (a) we are crying Out for him and 
we want him very much, (b) we are heipless to attain what we 
want, and (c) we believe he will do for us what we cannot do 
for ourselves. 
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The Power of Prayer: Narada 

f Hindu literature contains some fine stories that could serve 
as illustrations of Jesus' doctrine. One of them tells of the sage 
Narada who was on his way to the temple of the Lord Vishnu. 
At night he stopped at a certain village w T here a poor villager 
and his wife made him welcome. When the villager learned 
that Narada was on a pilgrimage to the temple of Vishnu, he 
said to him. ‘Will you pray to the Lord thaL we be given chil¬ 
dren? My wife and I greatly desire children but the Lord has 
not yeL given them to us." Narada promised he would inter- 
cede for them, set out again, reached the temple and placed 
the petition of that villager before the Lord Vishnu. The Lord 
was abrupt. He said, “It is not in the destiny of that man to 
have children." Narada bowed lo this statement of the Lord 
and returned home. Five years later he set out again on pil¬ 
grimage to thaL Lemple. Once again he sought and was gladly 
given hospitality in the house of that simple villager. This 
time, however, he was surprised lo see three little children 
playing in the courtyard. “Whose children arc those?" asked 
Narada. “Mine,” said the villager. Said Narada, “So the Lord 
did give you children after all?” “Yes,” said the villager, “a little 
after you left us, five years ago, a saint passed by this village, 
lie gave his blessing to me and my wife and prayed over us. 
The Lord heard his prayer and gave us these three lovely chil¬ 
dren you see here.” Narada was dumbfounded and couldn’t 
wait to get to the Lord’s temple the next day. When he got 
there the first thing he said Lo the Lord was, “Didn’t you tell 
me it was not in the destiny of thaL man lo have children? 1 low 
is iL then Lhat he has three children now?" When the Lord 
Vishnu heard that he laughed aloud and said, 'That must be 
Lhc doing of a saint. Saints have the power to change destiny!" 

A quaint story, isn’t it? 1 thought so too, until I suddenly re¬ 
membered a similar story. “Woman, my hour has noL ycL 
come." Then, mysteriously, his hour did come and he worked 
the miracle of changing water into wine. Didn’t Mary show 
there the power of petitionary prayer to change destiny? In 
James 5:16-18 we read, 
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A good man's prayer is powerful and effective, Elijah was a man with 
human frailties like our own; and when he prayed earnestly that there 
should be no rain, not a drop fell in ihe land for three years and a 
half; then he prayed again, and down came tile rain and the land bore 
crops once more. 

There’s a story very similar to the story of Narada in the 
Second Book of Kings, Chapter 2D: Hezekiah fell sick, and was 
at death’s door; indeed, the prophet Isaiah visited him with 
this message from the Lord: "Put thy affairs in order; it is 
death that awaits thee, not recovery,” At this Hezekiah turned 
his face toward the wall, and prayed to the Lord thus: 
“Remember, Lord, ] entreat Lhee, a life that has kept true to 
thee, an innocent heart; how 1 did ever what was thy will,” And 
Hezekiah wept bitterly. Whereupon, before ever Isaiah 
reached the middle of the courtyard, the word of the Lord 
came to him: “Go back and tell Hezekiah, the ruler of my peo¬ 
ple, here is a message to thee from the Lord, the God of thy fa- 
Lhcr David, I have listened to thy prayer, and marked thy tears; 
be it so, I have granted thee recovery. Within three days thou 
shah be on thy way to the Lord's temple, and 1 will add fifteen 
years to thy life. 1 * Here is another instance of the pow T er of 
prayer lo change destiny. What could be more definitive than 
a word of the Lord scnL through his prophet? How does one 
appeal against that? How can one make the Lord change Ins 
mind? And yet prayer does the impossible. Nothing is impos¬ 
sible to God; so nothing is impossible to petitionary prayer 
made lo Chad as Jesus taught us to make it 

l frequently come up against this objection raised by my re- 
treatants: How is it possible to make God change his mind? 

The will of God is unchangeable. That is a philosophical objec¬ 
tion to which I have no solution, f can no more explain how 
prayer can change the mind of God than i can explain how 
God became human or how Christ is present in the Blessed 
Sacrament. These are mysteries thaL our human mind will 
never be able to grasp satisfactorily, It is enough for us to 
know that Jesus told us clearly that what we ask for will be 
given us. He did not expect us to acquiesce fatalistically to 
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whai we consider to be “destiny" or “the mind of God*; he 
wanted us to ask and receive, to seek and find, to knock and 
have the door opened to us. So it is enough For us to Launch 
out and discover to our wonder and delight that, philosophi¬ 
cal objections notwi i hs Landing, Lhe doctrine of Jesus on prayer 
is true and that prayer works, as it did for Mary in Cana and 
tor fc^etJ i] lls when confronted with Isaias* prophecy, 

0 Again and again the Bible gives us examples of this great 
mystery ihai God delights to have his mind changed by the 
prayers of his friends. Listen to what the prophet Amos says. 

This was » vision the I jord Cod showed me; here were locusts a-making, 
just at the lime when ihe aftergrowth was coming up, after the king's 
crop had been carried. Short work had these made of all the land 
yielded; Ah, Lord God, said 1, be merciful] How should Jacob survive, 
the puny creature he is? And with that, the Lord rtlenitd; Happen it shall 
not, said he. And a second vision the Lord God showed me, how he 
would summon them in ordeal by Eire; fire should devour the waters be- 
low the earth, and devoured some part of them were. Ah, Lord Cod, 
said I, for pity I How should Jacob survive, the puny creature he is? And 
miih that, the Ijird relented again.: 1 lap pen it shall not, said he, 

Amos 7:1-5 

Moses has a lengthy argument with God in Exodus St and 
finally succeeds in making God change his mind. 

The Lard said to Moses, I know them now for a stiff-necked rate; 
spare me thy importunacy,, let me vent my anger and destroy them; I 
will make thy posterity into a great nation Instead, But Moses would 
still plead with die [orri his God, *, . So the fj.trd relented, and spared his 
people the punishment he had threatened, 

Genesis 18:16-32 shows us Abraham attempting to do the 
same thing with God by interceding for the cities of Sodom 
and Gomorrha, 

And the I orrf laid, should I hide my purpose from Abraham, this m an 
who is destined lo give birth to a people so great and so powerful? . . . 

So the Lord told him. The ill repute of Sodom and Gomorrha goes 
from bad 10 worse, iheir sin is grievous out of a.11 measure. + ». Abraham 
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dr«f ek»c (O him, and asked, Wilt thou, then sweep away the inno- 
cent with the juilty? Suppose there are fifty innocent men in the city, 
must they too perish? Wilt thou not spare the place to save fifty such 
innocent men that dwell there? , , , And the Lord told him, if I Find 
fifty innocent citizens in Sodom, I will spare the whole place to save 
them. .., Then he said, lord, do not be angry with me for pleading 
thus; what if thirty are Found there? If I find thirty, he said, I wilt not 
do it. I have taken it Upon me, said he, to speak to my Lord, and speak 
I will; what if twenty are found there? If I find twenty, I will grant it 
life, he said, to save twenty. And he said, do not be angry with me. 
Lord, 1 entreat thee, for making one more plea still; what if ten are 
found there? I will spare iL from destruction, he said, to save ten. 

All our philosophical objections notwithstanding, the Bible 
shows us a God who leaves himself wide open to being influ¬ 
enced by the prayers of those he loves; a God who will reveal 
his plans to his prophets precisely so that they will make him k 
change his mind and his plans through the power of their 
prayers; a God who has, by his own decree, subjected himself 
to the mighty force of persistent prayer. 

The “Theology* of Petitionary Prayer 

Petition was the only form of prayer that Jesus taught his 
disciples; it is, in fact, almost the only form of prayer that is 
taught explicitly in the entire Bible. This will sound strange to 
those of us who have been brought up on the notion that 
prayer is of different types and that adoraLion takes first place; 
petition, being a "selfish” form of prayer, takes last place. We 
have almost felt, haven't we, that sooner or later we musL "out¬ 
grow* this inferior form of prayer and ascend to contempla¬ 
tion and love and adoration. 

And yet, if we will reflect, we will find that there is barely 
any form of prayer, adoration and love very much included, 
that is not contained in petitionary prayer that is properly 
made. Petition leaches us our total dependence on God. It 
teaches us to trust in him totally. Some people say, “Our hea¬ 
venly Father knows everything that I need. And if he looks af¬ 
ter the birds of the air and the lilies of the field, he will surely 
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look after me, Jesus told us this quite explicitly. So l don't 
spend my time asking the Father for what he already knows I 
need and warns to give me anyway,” The doctrine in that state* 
meru is correct; the conclusion is inaccurate, Jesus does tell us 
that his Father looks after the birds of the air and the lilies of 
the field. But the conclusion he draws is not* Don't ask* (for 
he himself is constantly urging us to ask) but, Don’t worry! 
Can there be anything more absurd {following the logic given 
above) than that we should pray for laborers to be sent into 
the harvest or Lhc Lord? It is the Lord's harvest He knows that 
laborers are needed. And he surely wants to send them to his 
harvest field. And yet he insists that we pray that those laborers 
be sent. Once again we come up against this attitude of God 
who has willed to be subjected to the power of prayer, even to 
the extent of seeming to need the prayers of people for his 
power to be unleashed. So, once again, trust in the Lord does 
not mean abandoning petitionary prayer. It means making 
your petition known to God; make sure you do that! And then 
leaving everything to him, confident that he will take charge 
of everything and will make everything come out right. So no 
need to worry any more, St, Paul puts it admirably; 

The Lord is near; have no anxiety, bui in everything make your re¬ 
quests known to (Jod in prayer and petition with thanksgiving. Then 
the peace of Cod, which is beyond our utmost, understanding, wit! 
keep guard over your hearts and your thoughts in Christ Jesus, 

Fhilippians 

I have already explained to you something of the theology 
or petitionary prayer in the previous conference, something of 
the reason why petition and miracles are necessary. They 
make God real in our lives. He is an aedve, intervening, caring 
God, not a distant deity with whom we could not interact in 
the practical destiny of our lives. There is yet another reason 
for the importance Jesus gave to petitionary prayer. It is 
summed up in this sentence: ‘‘Without me you can do noth¬ 
ing.” Through the ceaseless use of petitionary prayer and 
through constantly experiencing its effect in our lives we come 
to realize our dependence on God, our need for him, expert - 
cntialiy. We are forced Lo “live" this need for God, 
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The Council of Trent expressed this theology well when it 
said, “God docs not command us to do what is impossible, but 
to do what is possible to us and ask for what is impossible.* 
The Council of Orange was more detailed and explicit: “If our 
thoughts are righteous and our steps avoid sin, it is by Lhe gift 
of God; for every time an action of ours is good, it is God who 
acts in us and with us, causing us to act" (Canon 9), “Even 
those who have been born to a new life, even those who are 
made whole, must always implore the divine assistance to be able 
to attain their final perfection, or simply to persevere in good” 
(Canon 10). “Everything that man has of truth and goodness 
comes from this divine spring; we must always thirst after it in 
this desert so that, refreshed as by a gentle rain, we may have 
strength not to fail on the way" (Canon 22). 

The Christian must be deeply convinced that religion is not 
something we do, not even something we do for God. Religion 
is what God does for us and in us and through us, so that even 
our efforts and desires and “cooperation with grace” is a gift of 
God. Simone Weil was so wise when she said thaL the trouble 
wiLh the Marxists (and, for that matter, with all humanists who 
limit themselves to human beings and their potential and have 
no place for God) is that they expect to mount up in the air by 
dint of marching inexorably forward. Marching forward will 
sooner or later bring you back to the point from where you 
started. All your marching, no matter how vigorous, will noL 
succeed in raising you even one foot up into the air. For that, 
God's intervention is needed. And Jesus made sure we always 
kept an awareness of this by insisting Lhat we ceaselessly ask 
God for everything, just everything, even for the coming of his 
kingdom, for laborers in his harvest field, yes, even for our 
simple material needs and our daily bread. If we did this of- 
tener, we would taste that “peace of God Lhat is beyond our ut¬ 
most understanding" of which Paul speaks. 

I earnestly recommend that you read Paul's letters to the 
Romans and the Galatians these days; you will find there the 
whole theology of petitionary prayer admirably exposed, be¬ 
cause he develops there, in masterful fashion, the theology of 
our total dependence on God. We must become little children 
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in God's presence, A little boy does not “earn" his keep; his 
parents love him and he merits their love and care and ihcir 
concern for providing all his needs, not because of what he 
does but because of what he is—their child. He has only to 
manifest his needs to have them met by his loving parents. 
There is nothing more pathetic than to have a child worried 
and anxious about his growth and development and survival— 
a child who attempts to grow by stretching himself rather than 
by trustingly leaning on his parents. 

Now I wouldn't have you go away with the notion that this is 
a lazy Lheology, that prayer dispenses us from effort, even 
strenuous effort Pray to God and quit worrying does not 
mean don’t work hard to obtain what you expect God to give 
you. The Lord feeds the birds of the air, no doubt, but he 
doesn’t drop food into upturned teaks. He expects the birds 
to search for it, to make every effort to get what he is giving 
them. The secret here is to work as though everything de¬ 
pended on us and to trust in God as though everything de¬ 
pended on him. This is a difficult combination to achieve. 
Those who work hard are soon tempted to rely on their own 
efforts rather than on God's blessing and grace. Let builders 
of houses toil ceaselessly, let them sec to every single detail, 
leaving nothing to chance; and let them be keenly aware, all 
along, that unless the Lord builds they will build in vain. Let 
the city authorities use all the means in their power Lo protect 
and guard their city. But let them have a keen sense of the fact 
that it is the Lord who guards them, not all the technological 
devices they have invented- We use these devices, these human 
means, all of them, but we do not trust in them; we do not 
lean on them. Our trust is only in the Lord, Human means are 
necessary, but they are also inadequate. We must develop the 
ability to sense the Lord’s power operating behind them. 
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More Laws of Prayer 


In the previous conference I started to give you what I 
called the ‘'laws of prayer" and broke oil" after I gave you the 
first two* faith and forgiveness. Here are four more. 

1. Unworldliness 

James 4:2ff. says, 

You do nm gtiwhai you want, because you do not pfty for ii_ Or, if 
you do, your requests are hol granted because you pray from wrong 
motives, to spend what you get on your pleasures. You false, unfaithful 
creatures!: Have you never learned that love of the world is enmity to 
God? Whoever chooses to be the world’s friend makes himself God's 
enemy. 

Pleasure seekers cannot expect God to become a partner to 
Lheir lust for pleasure. The desire for pleasure, even for sense 
pleasure, is a good thing, life would be colorless and drab 
without it. What is reprehensible is the inordinate craving for 
pleasure, the hankering after luxuries and superfluities, the 
cult of money, which can bring us these things. 

Jesus advocates a life that is simple, uncluttered by luxuries 
and wealth. He bids us ask for our daily bread, our daily suste¬ 
nance, not for the superfluities that glut our consumer-society 
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markets. He is very conscious or Lhc dangers of riches and 
even goes to the extent of saying Lhat a man who love money 
has thereby automatically ceased Lo love God; the two loves 
just cannot coexist in a human heart. 

So if these are the things we arc asking Ciod for, we need 
not be surprised that he doesn’t answer our prayers. Even 
more, if these are the things we are Living for (even though we 
keep them out of our prayer) our prayers before the Lord are 
not likely to be powerful. Jesus would have us seek God’s king¬ 
dom and his justice primarily, not the comforts and good 
things of' tills world. 

2. Generosity 

Those who expecL God to be generous with them must be 
generous with their fellows. "Give,™ saysjesus, “and gifts will be 
given you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and 
running over, will be poured into your lap; for whatever 
measure you deal out to others will be dealt to you in return" 
(Luke 6:38). 

If you are tight-fisted and calculating with the poor, the 
needy, with those who ask you for help and service, how can 
you expect God to be generous with you? 

3. Pray in Jesus’ Name 

This is a practice that Jesus enjoins on his apostles when he 
encourages them to ask his Father for the things they need, 

in im\h r in very uruih I roll you, he who has faith in me will do what I 
am doing: and he will do greater tilings still because I am going to the 
Father, Indeed anyihi7ig you ask in my nam* 1 will do, so lhat the Father 
may be glorified in die Son. If you ask. anything in my name I will do 
tL . . , I appointed you to go on and bear fruit, fruit lhat shall last; so 
that ihe Fai_her may give you ail that y™ ask in jny name. . . . When dial 
day corner you will ask nothing of me. In very tniLh l tell you, if you 
ask the Father for anything m my na*w r he will give it you. So far you 
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have asked nothing in my name. Ask and you will receive* that your joy 
may be complete, 

John 14:12-14,15:16,16:23-24 

It is from these words, no doubt, that the Church developed 
i ts practice of addressing prayers to Lhe Father Through Jesus 
Christ Our Lord” and “in the name or Jesus Christ your Son." 
He would do well to imitate the Church here if we wish our 
prayers to be powerful before the Father. Praying in Jesus" 
name means relying on his influence with the Father, on his 
intercession, on the Father’s love for him and eagerness to 
please him and give him all he asks for. It means having a 
great trust that whatever Jesus asks of the Father, the Father 
will surely give. It also means asking for things according to 
the mentality and the spirit of Jesus. To pray in Jesus' name 
then, would mean ihaL we do not ask for things that he would 
not ask the Father for. He himself eschewed riches, honors, 
pomp, dignity. It is hard to see how we can ask for these things 
or for a surfeit of worldly pleasures if we are praying in his 
name. 


4. Persistence 

Of all the laws I have been enumerating here perhaps this 
one is, after faith and forgiveness, the most important and one 
that Jesus insisted on repeatedly. He tells us quite explicitly 
that it is not enough to ask for something once* We rnusL per¬ 
sist in prayer; ask again and again, ceaselessly, tirelessly, until 
the Father listens to us and grants our petition. Listen to the 
two examples he gives us of persistent prayer. 

The first is from Luke 11, 

Suppose one of you- has a friend who comes U> him in the middle of 
the night and says, *My friend, lend me three loaves, for a Friend of 
mine On a journey has turned up at my house, and I have nothing 1 to 
offer him’; and he replies from inside, “Do not bother me. The door 
is shut for the night; my children and I have gone to bed; and I can¬ 
not get up and give you what you want." £ tell you ihn even if he will 
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not provide for him out of friendship, the very shamelessness of ihe 
request will make him get up and give him aU he need*. And so 1 say 
tfl you, ask. and you will receive. 

The refusal lo late no for an answer; the shamelessness of 
his persistent asking. Jesus is positively urging us to pray like 
this man! Tie is saying, in effect, “even though Cod seems to 
be turning a deaf ear to your prayer, don't give up. Be shame¬ 
less, Be persistent. Keep knocking. Pul pressure on hind" 

We find the second example in Luke 18* This one was expli¬ 
citly given by Jesus to inculcate perseverance and persistence 
in prayer* 

I te spoke to them in a parable to show that they should keep on pray¬ 
ing and never lose heart “There was Once a judge who cared nothing 
for God or man, and in the same town there was a widow who con¬ 
stantly came before him demanding justice again jl her opponent For 
a long time he refused; but in the end he said to himself, ‘True, 1 care 
nothing for God or man; but this widow is so great a nuisance that I 
will see her righted before she wears me out with her persistence,‘ 
The lord said, ’'You hear what the unjust judge says; and wifi not God 
vindicate his choacn, who cry out to him day and night, while he lis¬ 
tens patiently to them?' 

The message is clear enough. Can there be a more desperate 
situation than that of a poor widow with no influence, no 
strings to pull, confronted with a judge who is downright cal¬ 
lous? Yet, even in a desperate situation like this one, persistent 
prayer triumphs. Ifil triumphs with a hard-hearted judge, how 
much more will il triumph with my tender-hearted Father? 
The reason why we frequently do not get what we are asking 
for is that we ask for a while and then tire of asking when we 
do not get what we are asking for right away. Wc must take the 
lesson that Jesus gives us to heart; become like the widow who 
was “so great a nuisance" and "wore the judge out with her 
persistence." 

We have an admirable example of this doctrine in the 
Canaanite woman of Matthew 15, who persisted in spile of all 
rebuffs she got from Jesus. 
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A Canaaniw woman From those parts came crying out "Sir I have pity 
on me, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a devil." But he 
raid nd a word in reply. His disciples came and urged him: "Send her 
away; see how she comes shouting after us.” Jesus replied, "T was sent 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, and to them alone." But the 
woman came and Fell at his feet and cried, “Help me Sir. * To this Jesus 
replied, "It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the 
dogs," True, sit," she answered; *and yet the dogs eat the scraps that 
fall from their masters' table." Hearing this Jesus replied, “Woman, 
what faith you have! Be it as you wishf" And from that momem her 
daughter was restored to health. 

The dialogue is too eloquent to need any comment. This is 
more like a stubborn struggle than prayer as we generally 
think of it. It reminds me of a story I once read of St, 
Anthony^s successor, the abbot Sisoes, who, in his old age 
learned that one of his disciples, Abraham, had fallen into sin. 
He stood before God in prayer and said, "God, whether you 
like it or not, I shall not leave you alone unless you heal him.” 
And his prayer was granted immediately! Shocking, until you 
realize that this is just what the Canaanite woman did, and 
Jesus actually admired her for it 

Petition: A Way of Life 

The words of Jesus on prayer sound so simple: “Ask and you 
shall receive," Disarmingly simple. But behind that simple for¬ 
mula lies a whole way of life: a life of faith, of forgiveness of 
our brothers and sisters, of generosity with those in need, of 
unworldliness, of total crusting in and dependence on God. 
Petition is not just a form of prayer; it is a whole way of life. 
When we understand this, Jesus' words about the tremendous 
efficacy of prayer lake on great credibility. 

Mow much petition should we make? What place should wc 
give to petitionary prayer in our prayer life? That is difficult to 
say. Each one must follow the prompti ngs of the Spirit here, W T e 
must have a balanced diet in our prayer life with room for ado- 
radon, contemplation, various forms of prayer, mediLadon in its 
different forms, Lhe sacraments, scripture reading, intercession 
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and, of course, petition. The Spirit will tead us sometimes to 
emphasize one, sometimes another. Let us follow his lead and 
our own needs. One thing, however, is clear: we never “out¬ 
grow" the need for making simple peti tionary prayer. No mat¬ 
ter how much we progress in prayer and contemplation, no 
matter how holy we become, petitionary prayer will always be a 
duty incumbent upon us t one from which we may never dis¬ 
pense ourselves, for we shall always have to say, “Father in 
heaven, holy be your name, your kingdom come , . . give us to¬ 
day our daily bread, forgive us our sins, lead us not to the test,” 
This is t indeed, the scandal of Christian prayer, the type of 
prayer Christ taught us: it is about the only form of prayer that 
makes no sense From a merely human-cc netted point of view. 
Meditation and reflection make sense. Contemplation, wiLh its 
benefits of union with the divine and psychological growth, 
makes good sense. So docs even adoration: the sense of aw T e 
and wonder and reverence before the Divine* But petition 
seems so senseless, so wasteful: puny human beings with their 
petitions standing before the unalterable plans of the Infinite! 
Human beings standing before God to ask for things like 
bread that they are perfectly capable of producing them¬ 
selves—and that God himself expects them to produce by dint 
of their own efforts! 

But no matter how meaningless petitionary prayer may 
seem to the philosopher, it begins to take on meaning to those 
who practice it assiduously, wilh child-like faith* Once you 
have discovered Lhe power there is in prayer, you are not likely 
to be disturbed by philosophical difficulties connected with 
the why and wherefore. You have tried it out and it works. It 
brings you that “peace beyond understanding” that Paul 
speaks of, that “fullness of joy" that Jesus promised to those 
who exercised the prayer of petition. Having experienced this, 
you are quite content to continue asking for all you need, 
trusting that your heavenly Father loves you far more than any 
earthly father has ever loved his child. 

Many priests today are said to be abandoning prayer. One 
simple reason for this is that Lhey have never experienced the 
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power that prayer brings. Those who have once experienced 
that prayer is power will never again abandon prayer Tor the 
rest of their lives. Mahatma Garni hi put it well: "I am telling 
you my own experience,’' he said, “and that of my colleagues; 
we could go for days on end without food; wc could not live a 
single minuLe without prayer,” Or, as he said another time, 
"Given the type of life 1 am leading, if I ceased to pray I should 
go mad!*’ If we ask God for so little it may well be because we 
feel the need for him so little We are leading complacent, se¬ 
cure, well-protected, mediocre lives. W T e aren't living danger¬ 
ously enough; we aren't Jiving the way Jesus wanted us to live 
when he proclaimed the good news. The less we pray the less 
we are likely to live the risky, challenging life that the Gospels 
urge us to; Lhe less of a challenge there is in our life, and the 
less we are likely to pray. 
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The Jesus Prayer 


In this conference 1 wish to talk to you about a form of 
prayer that some of you may find somewhat bizarre. I confess I 
found it bizarre myself when I first got acquainted with it. I 
have since had plenty of time to discover its immense value in 
my life and in Lhc lives of many people I have directed* Again 
and again I meet former retreatants who say to me, “The two 
things that have stayed with me after the retreat I made with 
you are the prayer of petition and the Jesus prayer." I know 
people who have discovered the continuous presence of Cod 
in their Jives through the use of this prayer, and two persons 
whose spiritual director I am used this form of prayer and no 
other and experienced enormous changes in their lives only 
through the force of this prayer. I therefore share it with you 
with a feeling of confidence that it is bound to do an immense 
amount of good for at least some of you who are reading 
this—maybe most, or even all of you. 

Let me begin by telling you how I first came in touch with this 
prayer, I was giving a conference to a group of sisters one eve¬ 
ning and telling them how few are the books that really teach us 
to pray. Much of our classical literature on prayer (and I am 
afraid this applies to much of our modern literature as well— 
modern Catholic literature, that is. I have found Protestant lit- 
eraiure in general to be more practical and unctional) deals 
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with Lhc nobilily of prayer, the necessity of prayer, the theol¬ 
ogy of prayer, etc. Comparatively little of practical value is said 
on exactly how to go about the art of praying. That evening 
one of those sisters said to me* Tve discovered a book Lhat 
deals exactly with the problem you menuoncd Lhis morning. It 
leaches you in a practical way how to pray. Would you care to 
read it?" I began reading the book afLer supper that evening 
and found it so fascinating that 1 stayed up late into the night 
in an attempt to finish iU The book was called The Way of a 
Pilgrim, written by an anonymous Russian pilgrim. The manu¬ 
script of this book was found in Lhc cell of a monk of Mount 
Athos afier his death, toward the beginning of this century. He 
mighL have been the author. The book soon became a -Spiri¬ 
tual classic and was translated into most modern languages. 
We have at least four Indian translations already, Hindi, 
Tamil, MaJayalam, and Marathi. 

The story of the pilgrim of this book is a simple one. He 
meets with all sorts of calamities, his wife and only child die. 
His house is burned down. Then he decides to give up the 
world and spend the rest of his life going on pilgrimages to 
various holy places. He sets out on his wanderings with a knap¬ 
sack and a Bible and some bread in the knapsack- In his Bible 
reading he frequently finds exhortations to pray constantly, 
pray ceaselessly, pray day and night. This idea catches his 
Taney, and he starts to search for someone who will teach him 
to pray ceaselessly. 

He runs into all sorts of persons, priests particularly. To his 
question, “How can I pray continuously, without interrup¬ 
tion?" He gels all sorts of unsatisfactory answers. Says one, 
“Brother, only God can teach you to pray ceaselessly. 1 ' Says 
another, “Do the will of God always, A man who always does 
God’s will is thereby always praying."' None of these answers 
satisfies Lhe pilgrim, who takes the injunction to pray always 
quite literally. How, he wonders, can I pray at each moment 
whether awake or asleep when there are so many other things 
to occupy my mind? That's his problem: he thinks prayer is a 
matter of Lhe mind; he has still to learn that prayer is done 
with the heart. 
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One day he runs into a monk who asks him where he is go¬ 
ing and what he is seeking. He replies, “I am going on a pil¬ 
grimage from one shrine to anoLher. ] am seeking someone 
who will teach me to pray ceaselessly." The monk, with the 
great assurance possessed by one who knows, says to him, 
"‘Brother, give great thanks to God, for at last he has sent you 
someone who will teach you to pray continuously. Come with 
me to my monastery!" 

At the monastery the monk makes him sit in a liule hut in 
the compound; he places a rosary in his hands, and says to 
him, “"Say the following prayer five hundred times: Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of Cod, have mercy on me, a miserable sinner*'" ( I 
am not quite sure now about the number of times he was sup¬ 
posed to say that prayer. It was five hundred or one thou¬ 
sand—I don’t remember, as it is years since I read that story.) 
The pilgrim soon said his prayer Lhe appointed number of 
times, and he had time left over; but he did not dare disobey 
his spiritual father by saying the prayer more often than he 
had been commanded. The next day his spiritual father in¬ 
creased the number: one thousand- And it kept increasing 
each day: two thousand, three thousand, four thousand and so 
on, T remember having a group of sisters read this book in 
Lheir refectory at meals during their retreat. Within a couple 
of days a number of them were quite tense and disturbed. 
“What's making you tense? 1 * I said, during my private inter¬ 
views with them. "That book," was the reply. “He’s counting 
that prayer of his and he's got to four thousand. I can’t stand 
the counting parti* That amused me, “If four thousand make 
you tense, just you wait dll you have him saying it twenty thou¬ 
sand times. That will make you climb the walls!” It didn't! 
After the retreat those good sisters bo ugh L every copy of that 
book in the English language on the face of the earth! They 
had fallen in love with it and wanted Lo share it with their 
friends. And I had to wait for months on end before it saw 
another reprinting and I could get a copy for myself! 

But let’s get back lo our pilgrim. He had barely goL the habit 
of reciting this prayer thousands of times all through Lhe day 
when his spirituaJ father died. The poor man accompanied the 
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dead body to the grave and wept over his misfortune at losing 
■this man whom Lhe Lord had sent him and who had promised 
to teach him to pray continuously. There was no point in stay¬ 
ing an\ further in the monastery. He picked up his knapsack 
and set out on his travels again. This time, however, in addi¬ 
tion lo his Bible, he had picked up a copy of the Pkilokatia ,, a 
book that contained excerpts of ihc writings of the Greek 
Fathers and doctors and theologians on this prayer that the 
Greeks call the jesus Prayer. 

Lach day he would read passages from this book and follow 
its instructions religiously. From the book he learns to join the 
prayer to his breathing, so that when he breathes in he says, 
“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God," and when he breathes out he 
says, “have mercy on me, a miserable sinner."Then, gradually, 
through some mysterious technique not described in the book 
and not to be applied to oneself without the explicit help of 
an experienced master, he “puts the prayer into his heart.” 
Then one day, lo and behold, the heart takes over the prayer, 
and he is saying it continuously whether awake or asleep* 
whether eating or talking or walking. The heart just keeps re¬ 
citing the prayer over and over again, as independent of the 
mind as it is in its beating all day long. So at lasL the pilgrim 
has learned the secret of continuous prayer. The rest of the 
book is dedicated to the adventures he meets with in his jour¬ 
neys, the miraculous effects of the prayer, and a good amount 
of doctrine, both on the prayer and on the spiritual life in 
general. 

I must say that when 1 first read this book I found it charm¬ 
ing as a piece of literature. It appealed to me for its sheer sim¬ 
plicity. But I was not so sure about the validity of its doctrine 
on prayer. ) found the whole thing too mechanical, too much 
like autosuggestion. And f was initially inclined to forgcL all 
about it. However, I was also urged to give it a try for some 
days. So r began repeating a phrase, but not the one suggested 
by the book. You don't have to slick to "Lord Jesus Christ, Son 
of God, have mercy on me, a miserable sinner.'' Any formula 
that appeals to you will do. Within less than a month I noticed 
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there was a marked change in my prayer. All I did was repeat 
this aspiration of mine as often during the day as I remem¬ 
bered to, not only during the time of prayer but also at periods 
when I happened to be free: when I waited for a bus or train or 
was walking from one place to another, The change 1 experi¬ 
enced is hard to describe. It was nothing sensational. I began 
to feel more peaceful, more recollected, and more integrated, 
and, if it makes any sense, I began to feel a certain depth 
within me. I also noticed that the prayer had the habit of 
springing to my lips almost automatically any time I was not 
occupied with some mental activity. Then 1 would become 
aware of it and consciously repeat it, sometimes just mechani¬ 
cally, sometimes meaningfully. 

I took this matter up with a sister I knew well, who had a 
good deal of experience in prayer and in spiritual direction. 
She had never read the book, but she told me of an interest¬ 
ing experience she herself had had. When she was a novice 
her novice mistress had told the novices to choose an aspira¬ 
tion that fitted into the rhythm of their walk. With the simple- 
heartedness characteristic of a novice, she took up this prac¬ 
tice and kept repeating this formula mentally to the rhythm of 
her walk. Some time after the novitiate, she gave up the prac¬ 
tice. However, the effects had lasted all her life. She said to 
me, “I don’t know why it is, but each lime I walk I am con¬ 
scious that prayer is going on within me. I may be working at 
my desk when someone calls me to the parlor. The moment I 
stand up and begin to walk 1 become prayerfull" She attrib¬ 
uted this to the practice of her Jesus Prayer when she was a 
novice. She also told me of a retreat master who said to a 
group of workers, “Set a prayer to Lhc rhythm of the machines 
in your factory. Any prayer, like ‘Sacred Heart of Jesus, I trust 
in Thee.’ And keep repeating that prayer mentally all day in 
tune with the rhythm of the machines. It won’t be long before 
you notice many spiriUial benefits coming to you from this 
practice.” The retreat master was right. The whole thing seems 
so mechanical, but it certainly seems to work. So I set out to 
do as much research as possible into the practice of Lhisjesus 
Prayer. There is much that I discovered, and I certainly don'L 
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plan lo share with you here all I learned, only what might help 
you to practice it effectively yourselves, 

1 had initially been inclined lo put down this practice to a 
species of autosuggestion. I'm not saying now that there aren’t 
elements of autosuggestion here; there probably are. 
However, I was impressed by Lhc vast number of theologians 
and saints who practiced and recommended this prayer in the 
past. These men and women may not have had all the refine¬ 
ment of psychological knowledge that we have today, but they 
were certainly not so naive as Lo be unable to distinguish a 
purely psychological phenomenon from a spiritual one. They 
frequently posed such problems to themselves and, it seems to 
me, answered them satisfactorily, I found that this practice was 
not limited only to the Eastern Churches. Many mystics of the 
Western Church practiced this prayer. The western formula 
was generally, “My jesus, mercy," But there was a rich variety of 
formulas. We read of Sl Francis of Assist saying all night, fteus 
metis et omnia. (My God and my alL) Sl Bruno, the founder of 
the Carthusians, was always saying 0 bontUtt! (O goodness of 
Godl) WTum St Francis Xavier was dying off the coast of 
China, he was heard to be saying ceaselessly, “Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of David, have mercy on me.” St, Ignatius of 
Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises has a mysterious form of 
prayer thaL he recommends to a rctreatanu to recite a prayer 
formula to the rhythm of one’s breathing. I wonder where he 
discovered this equivalent of the jesus Prayer. 

It seems fairly certain that this practice in the Church origi¬ 
nated from the Hindus in India who have an experience of six 
thousand years and more in the practice of the Prayer of the 
Name, as Lhcy call it. Incidentally, the Desert Fathers almost 
certainly practiced this form of prayer. The formula most com¬ 
monly in use among them was the Dms in adjutorium meum in¬ 
tends, Doming ad adjuvandum mfestina, (God come to my help. 
Lord, hasten to help me,) They would recite this formula all 
day during their hours of manual labor and most of the night 
when they kept their vigil. The reason why we know so little 
about their practice of this *opus," this “work” as they called it, 
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is Lhat they strictly followed the injunction that is common to a 
number of Hindu masters: Receive your formula from your 
guru or master and work at it all your life—and never reveal 
your formula to anyone except your master. To reveal Lhe for¬ 
mula was to make it lose its power! So they were reticent about 
their use of the prayer. 

How to Practice This Prayer 

If you are interested in drawi ng the benefits from this form 
of prayer that the saints say it has, I advise you to choose some 
aspiration that appeals to you and recite it all through the day. 
There is no better time Lo get started on this prayer than the 
time of a retreaL when you are not distracted with other con¬ 
cerns and occupations and can give a lot of time to letting this 
prayer ‘'get into your blood,” SO to speak, and become a men¬ 
tal habiL for you. That is the reason why 1 speak about it right 
at the start of the retreat Strive to recite your formula men¬ 
tally throughout the day—while eating, walking, bathing, even 
while listening to these talks and w T hile meditating—unless it 
clearly distracts you. Let the words you have chosen (“Lord 
Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” or whatever your formula is) 
resound at the back of your mind while you listen to this con¬ 
ference or are praying or reflecting during your hours of med¬ 
itation, Do not worry thaL the words seem to be repeated me¬ 
chanically. I shall soon explain to you the value of what seems 
to be the mechanical recitation of a meaningless formula! 

Traditionally your formula was supposed to be chosen for 
you by your spiritual guide, who was supposed to be experi¬ 
enced in the use of Lhis prayer. Since I am, unfortunately, not 
expert enough in this prayer to be able to guide others, I Sug¬ 
gest that you ask the Lord himself to guide you in the selec¬ 
tion of a suitable formula. Whatever the formula you choose, 
nearly all the great masters, both Christian and non-Christian, 
insist that it contain some name of God. The name of God is a 
sacramental and gives a special power to Lhe prayer. The 
Eastern Christian masters give a great value to their own for¬ 
mula in its various forms, chiefly to the words Jesus and mercy. 
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Incidentally, mercy does not mean just the pardon of sins, It 
stands for God's gracious ness arid loving kindness. However, 
as 1 said earlier, you may take any formula that appeals to you, 
“Sacred I lean of Jesus, I trust in Thee," is a favorite with many. 
Here are some others; “Lord Jesus Ghrisi t thy kingdom come”; 
“My Lord and my God"; “My God and my all, 1 " You may also 
just Lake Lhe name of Jesus, Just one word, recited repeatedly 
with different sentiments; love, adoration, praise, contrition. 
Other words for Cod—“God " or “Heart” or “Fire"—are recom¬ 
mended by the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, or you may 
prefer that precious cry of Lhe Spirit within our hearts, that 
prayer that is most appropriate for a Christian, “Abba." I am 
told that Lhe accent is on the second syllable in the Aramaic 
language; that gives it a nice sound, 1 think. 

Whatever the formula you choose, it is a great help that it 
be three Lhtngs: rhythmical, resonant, and uniform. (1) 
Rhythmical. I do not know why it is, but rhythm helps prayer to 
penetrate deep, right to the center of our being. Recite your 
prayer slowly, unhurriedly, and rhythmically, and it will be 
much more effective. (2) Resonant. This is not always possible, 
unfortunately, in English. Some of the Mediterranean lan¬ 
guages, Spanish, Italian, are better for this. Latin is even bet¬ 
ter. Sanskrit is the very best I know of: it has formulas and 
names for God that have been developed over centuries. What 
can beat the sacred sound “om" for resonance and solemnity 
and depth? There are dozens of Sanskrit names for God and 
Sanskrit mantras. When Lhey are chanted, they have the qual¬ 
ity of just drawing you deeper into yourself and into God. 
l ake the Han Om , for instance or Hare Ram, Ram Hare Hare. If 
you find these formulas a help, I would have no hesitation in 
your usi ng them and applying them to Our Lord Jesus Christ, 
All these names are his by right. Ele is the true Krishna, the 
true Vishnu, the true Rama. (3) Uniform. Once you have cho¬ 
sen a formula, don't change it easily. If you are constantly 
changing your formula it doesn’t have a chance lo get into 
your bloodstream, to become part of your unconscious self, as 
1 shall explain later. lam not against your changing your for- 




The Jems Prayer 

mu la if, after a period of trial, you find k doesn't suit you or 
you come across another that suits you better. If you have 
faith, sooner or later, through some trial and error, the Spirit 
will lead you to the formula that suits you best The important 
thing is not to change it just because you are passing through 
a period of dryness and desolation. This is one of the common 
trials of the spiritual life and will occur no matter what form of 
prayer you adopL To change one's style of prayer merely bo 
cause one is attacked by a bout of dryness is indicative of su¬ 
perficiality- The dryness must come if the prayer is to sink 
deep into us. This is particularly true of the formulas we use 
for prayer—very much including the eucharistic prayers and 
prayers of the breviary. A time comes when the words become 
tasteless to our spiritual palate. They become meaningless; 
they dry up and begin to rot and decay, and we are tempted to 
reject them. However, if we patiently persevere in reciting our 
formulas, chiefly our Jesus Prayer, with whatever little devotion 
we can muster, the formulas will slowly spring to life again and 
take on an unsuspected depth and richness and give us de¬ 
lightful spiritual nourishment. 

You can introduce a great deal of variety within the same 
formula (and variety seems to be needed especially for the ap¬ 
prentice in prayer) by giving different meanings to the same 
word. For instance, how many meanings can be put into the 
word mercy? We think of love, graciousness, pardon* peace* joy, 
comfort* strength—anything we desire from the Lord. You can 
recite the name of Jesus with different dispositions, making it 
a prayer of love or of adoration or of gratitude or whatever. Or 
you could introduce new words into the same formula, like 
this: *Jesus, I love you, Jesus, have mercy, Jesus* have pity. 
Jesus, remember me," Or, “Jesus, pity, Jesus, pity . , , Jesus, 
love,Jesus, love ,, .Jesus, come,Jesus, come .. . Jesus, my God, 
Jesus, my God .. .* Your own inventiveness will suggest to you 
other ways of keeping the same formula but with a certain 
amount of variety. However, 1 musL warn you that no matter 
how many efforts you may make ai. variety, you will have to 
budget for attacks of dryness and disgust* and persevere 


99 




94 Conjettnct 8 

ihrough these moods till the prayer finally triumphs and pos¬ 
sesses your whole being. 

Some masters recommend that in lhe early stages the 
prayer In: recited aloud. I know of one great Hindu master 
whose whole being was possessed liy the name of God, as he 
claims, as a result of his spending five hours each day on the 
banks of the river shouting out the Name in a loud voice. He 
did this when he was a young man; each day after he returned 
from work at his office, he would go to the river bank to un¬ 
der take his five hours of '"spiritual work.* There is no need 
really to recite your prayer aloud; mental recitation will do 
well enough. However, it is a help somcLimcs to recite it in a 
loud or a low voice when you are alone. This way your longue, 
your mind, your heart, your whole being will be disciplined 
and molded into the Divine Name and it will become indelibly 
engraved in your being. 

One lasL word, this one of caution, with regard to the prac¬ 
tice of the Prayer of the Name, (f you ever read any literature 
on this subject, you may learn there of some psycho- 
physiologicaJ techniques for “putting the prayer into the 
heart." My advice to you is that you steer clear of all these tech¬ 
niques. They may awaken within you forces from the uncon¬ 
scious that you are not able to control. Go in for these tech¬ 
niques {if at all) only under the expert guidance of an 
experienced and trustworthy master. This is especially true of 
techniques that involve forms of forced concentration and of 
breath control. 

The Power of the Prayer of the Name 

There is an endless amount of Hindu literature on Lhis sub¬ 
ject that is very inspirational because it comes from people who 
have experienced the marvelous effects of this prayer in their 
lives. 11 ere are some samples of what the Hindu masters write: 

[ am particularly impressed by the words of Mahatma 
Gandhi, that spiritual giant who lived out his life of prayer in 
the midst of the world of politics and reform and revolution. 
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He was in the habit of reciting the Hindu name of God, Rama. 
He called it his Ramanama (name of Rama), 

A* a child, there was in me a fear of ghost* and spirits. Rambha, my 
nurse, suggested, as a remedy for this fear, the repeiidon of 
Ramanama. I had more faith in her than in her remedy, and so at a 
tender age 3 began repeating Ramanama to cure my fear of ghosts 
and spirits.... I think it is due to ihe seed sown by that good woman 
kambha that today Ramanama has become an infallible remedy for 
me. Our most powerful ally in conquering animal passion is 
Ramanama or some similar mantra.,. . One must, be completely ab¬ 
sorbed in whatever mantra one selects, ,., The mantra becomes one's 
staff of life and carries one through every ordeal... , Ramanama gives 
one detachment and ballast, and never throws one off at. critical mo¬ 
ment*. . *. The latter pari of the second fast went fairly hard with me. I 
had not then completely understood the wonderful efficacy of 
Ramanama, and my capacity for suffering was to that extent less, . . . 
Ramanama is a sun that, has brightened my darkest hour. A Chrisdan 
may find the same solace from the repetition of the name of Jesus and 
a Muslim from the name of Allah, , , . N'o matter what the ailment 
from which a man may be suffering, recitation of Ramanama from the 
heart is the sure cure, God has many names. Each person can choose 
the name that appeals most to him, , , , Ramanama cannot perform 
the miracle of restoring to you a lost limb. But it can perform die still 
greater miracle of helping you to enjoy an ineffable peace in spite of 
the loss while you live, and rob death of its sting and the grave of its 
victory at the journey's end.. .. There is no doubt that Ramanama is 
the surest aid. If recited from the heart, it charms away every evil 
thought, and evil thought gone, no corresponding action is possible.. 

,. I can say fearlessly that there is no connection between Ramanama 
of my conception and jamar man tar (the repetition of superstitious 
and magical formulas). I have .said that, to recite Ramanama from the 
heart means deriving help from an incomparable power. The atom 
bomb is as nothing compared with iL This power is capable of remov¬ 
ing all pain. 

Gandhi was a firm believer in the power of the Name even 
to the extent of believing that it alone could cure one of physi¬ 
cal illnesses. He called it “the poor man's medicine" and even 
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went to the extent of saying that he would never die of any ill¬ 
ness. If he did, the world could write the word hypocrite as his 
epitaph* A few months before he died at the age of seventy^ 
eight, he was making a vigorous pilgrimage through the riot- 
strike n areas of Bengal, barefoot* Occasionally, he would have 
violent attacks of dysenLcry, but he always refused to accept 
medicine for it, claiming that the recitation of God’s name 
would pull him through, [t always seemed to do so, and he en¬ 
joyed good health until the day he was assassinated* 

The use of the Prayer of the Name by an active politician 
like Gandhi is particularly reassuring to those who would like 
to give Lhis prayer a try but are afraid that it is a form of prayer 
more suited to the monastic than to the aedve life. I know 
many, many men and women who lead very active lives and 
who have found, through the use of this prayer, a wonderful 
means of keeping united with God constantly. I am reminded 
particularly of a sister who was a physician and was having 
trouble keeping united with God throughout the day. She put 
the problem to me well: “I give all my thoughts to my patients. 
Frequently, while walking through the wards of the hospital I 
get a sudden insight inLo the nature and the cure of some¬ 
one’s illness. This would noL happen if 1 were constantly think¬ 
ing of God. And yet, 1 would like to be aware of God all 
through the day. I suppose that that just isn't my vocation.* 
She was confusing prayer with thought, as so many people do. 
You don T t always need your mind to pray. In fact, the mind is 
frequently a positive obstacle to prayer, as I shall show you 
some time laLer in this retreat You pray with your heart not 
wuh your mind, just as you listen to music with your ear and 
smell a rose with your nose. This sister was obviously right in 
giving all her thoughts to her padents. That is just w T hat God 
wanted of her. ] suggested that she try the Jesus Prayer, She 
was considerably skeptical at first. Six months later I happened 
to meet her and she told me she was having much less of a 
problem (frequently no problem at all) wiLh regard to being 
aware of God’s loving presence and being united with him 
while simultaneously giving her thoughts to the problems of 
her padents. The nearest comparison I can think of Is LhaL of 
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listening to background musk, being dimly and pleasantly 
aware of it, while giving ail my attention to a conversation with 
a friend or to reading the newspaper. 

The Power in Jesus’ Name 

The New Testament gives us clear indications of the value 
and the power of Jesus' name, a name, that is more potent 
than all the names of God revealed to humankind. 

Therefore God raised him to the heights and bestowed on him the 
name above all other names, that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow—in heaven, on earth, and in the depths—and every 
longue confess. ’Jesus Christ is Lord". 10 the glory of God the Father. 

Philippian* 2:9-11 

There is no salvation in anyone else at all, far there is no other name 
under heaven granted to men, by which we may receive salvation. 

Acts 4:12 

hi very truth I tell you, if you ask the Father for anything in my name, 
he will give it you. So far you have asked nothing in my name. Ask and 
yon will receive, that your joy may be complete. 

John 16:23-24 

We read in Exodus 20;7, “You shall not take the name of the 
Lord your God in vain;, for the Lord will iiol hold him guiltless 
who takes his name in vain. H Cod protects his own name from 
being used unworthily just as he protects life and honor and 
property. In nearly all ancient religions there is the belief that 
whoever had the Divine Name had also the power contained 
in thaL name. For the name was not an empty sound. It not 
merely signified the God whom it pointed to; it frequently car¬ 
ried with it the power and the grace and the presence of this 
God, This is what dozens of Catholic con tern platives have felt 
instinctively with regard to the mightiest name of God known to 
humankind, the name of Jesus, Let us recite it frequently, with 
love and devotion, with faith and tenderness, with adoration 
and reverence, and it will not be long before we confirm with 
our own experience the wisdom of these great contemplative®, 
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The “Psychological” Reasons 
behind This Prayer 

By way of an appendix to the Prayer of the Name I should 
like to add something about the psychology of this form of 
prayer. I do this because I am frequently confronted with the 
difficulties of retreatants who would like to use this form of 
prayer but draw back because they consider it too mechanical, 
too parrot-like—an “act of man,* not a “human act" was the 
way one priest put it to me, using terms that we were familiar 
with from our training in moral theology. If you find what I 
am going to say now a distraction, forget all abouL it and em¬ 
bark upon the practice of the prayer in faith and simplicity. 

Some years ago I became familiar with the works of a 
Frenchman named Emile Coue who reported extraordinary 
healings through his technique of what he called auto¬ 
suggestion. I am going to explain to you now how auto- 
suggestion is said to work and speak about the unconscious 
and its power over us. You will have to be patient because I 
shall apply all this psychological theory to the Jesus Prayer right 
at the end, and I trust that your patience will then be rewarded. 

Let's begin with the unconscious. This is a notion popular¬ 
ized by Freud, who claimed that Lhe unconscious is the major 
part of the human personality. It is like the part of the iceberg 
that is submerged under the sea. The small part of that mighty 
mountain of ice that juts out of the ocean is similar lo the con¬ 
scious mind and will of human beings. The unconscious is a 
much more i mportant factor of our personality; it is the seat of 
all our hidden drives and urges and passions and instincts. 

To prove the existence of the unconscious Freud had re¬ 
course to dreams and hypnotism. Let's limit ourselves to the 
phenomenon of hypnotism. Let's suppose I hypnotize John 
and while he is under the hypnotic trance 1 make a suggestion 
to him, I say to him, “Tomorrow, at 10 a m. you will take this 
book from Lhe library and give it to Henry," I then bring John 
out of the trance. He has no memory of what I said to him 
when he was in the trance. The ncxL day, a liule after 10 
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o’clock, I find John moving away from the library in the direc¬ 
tion of Henry’s room. I stop him and ask where he is going. 
*To Henry,” he says, “to give him this book.” "Why?” I ask. 
“Because," says John, “there’s a chapter on prayer in this book 
that I am sure will interest Henry." "Are you sure Lhat is the 
reason why you want to give that book to Henry?" I ask, incred¬ 
ulously. “Of course," says John, “what other reason is there?" It 
is now his turn to be incredulous! We know, of course that the 
“conscious" motive for John’s giving the book to I lenry is that 
chapter on prayer* That is the mouve John is aware of. But we 
also know that there is a deeper motive pushing John towards 
Henry’s room with that book in his hand—an “unconscious" 
motive of which he is not aware. This is, of course, a somewhat 
frightening matter. If John feels consciously free in this activity 
and is, in reality, not quite as free as he thinks he is, how are 
we to know whether he is really free in so much of his other 
activity? How much of it is really controlled by motives and 
conditioning that he is simply not aware of? That is a problem 
for theologians and psychologists to grapple with. While the 
discovery of the unconscious brings its problems with it, it also 
reveals to us an immense reservoir of power lhat is largely 
untapped. 

I read of an incident Lhat took place in the U.5. some years 
ago. An elderly woman was caught under a huge truck and it 
was impossible to move her without lifting the truck. The 
truck was too heavy for human hands to lift; so while everyone 
was waiting for the arrival of a crane, a small man passed by on 
the other side, saw the woman under the truck, and instinc¬ 
tively went up to the truck, caught the fender with both hands, 
and lifted the truck effortlessly while the bystanders extricated 
the woman! When the newspapers heard of this fact, the man 
was besieged by reporters who wanted him to repeat the per¬ 
formance so that they could photograph it. But, try as he 
might, he just couldn’t. What had happened? In a crisis, he 
suddenly drew upon the tremendous resources of power that 
were lying untapped within him. He was convinced he could 
move the truck“-so he moved it* I have read of similar feats 
performed by Hindu saints who would fast for days on end 
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and then undertake difficult physical tasks like climbing 
mountains or walking long distances. I tend to believe this and 
to believe also, that there are immense reservoirs of power 
within us of which we know nothing; that there is a whole uni¬ 
verse wailing to be explored within us* inner space, to which,, 
unfortunately* we give liEtle attention, while we direct all our 
efforts to the conquest of the outer world and outer space. 

To return to hypnotism, it would seem that if you could 
convince the unconscious of something, that something is 
likely to come true in you. The unconscious seems to be wide 
open to suggestion while you are in the hypnotic trance. 
Here's another example: The hypnotist says to his subject* 
"Would you like a cigarette?" Then instead of a cigarette, he 
offers him a suck of chalk which the subject immediately pro¬ 
ceeds to "smoke” and enjoyl Then* suddenly* the hypnotist 
says, "Look, you’ve burned your finger!" The startled subject 
immediately flings the ’‘cigarette" away, and, right enough, a 
physical burn begins to form on his finger, with the accompa¬ 
nying destruction of flesh tissue! What is this enormous power 
of suggestion that we have within us? Is there some means of 
sanctifying this unconscious? Most of our spirituality seems to 
be geared to the conscious mind. What about the hidden part 
of the iceberg? To sanctify that would be to sanctify our moti¬ 
vation and activity and the sources of much of our power at 
their roots. Is there some way of getting in touch with this un¬ 
conscious, ofinfluencing it and of using it to our benefit? 

Emile Coue claimed there was. lie called it autosuggestion. 
Briefly, this was his theory: Through autosuggestion it is pos¬ 
sible to cure almost any disease and to bring health and vigor 
to your body. All you need do is convince your unconscious 
you are healthy. How? Let's suppose you have an ulcer of the 
stomach. Then, each nighL before you go to sleep {that seems 
to be the time when the unconscious is wide open to sugges¬ 
tion) you must lie relaxedly in bed and say, slowly, about 
twenty times* the following formula* "Every day, in every way, I 
am getting better and better,” According to Coue, it won't be 
long before the unconscious gets the message and your ulcer 
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disappears! If you are lo in due nee the unconscious, however, 
there are two important things you must avoid. The first is 
thinking of your ulcer explicitly while you recite the formula. 
1F you do this the unconscious will somehow resist this direcL 
attempt on your part to influence it. You must not think of 
your ulcer. Think of health in general. The ulcer will go on its 
own. The second thing to avoid is concentrating on the mean¬ 
ing of the words you are saying. Once again Lhis would be an 
attempt at direct influence. The unconscious ‘‘knows" the 
meaning of those words; so don't you emphasize it with your 
conscious mind. Think, rather, of health in a general way. 

Isn't this exactly what happens in the Jesus Prayer? Wc re¬ 
cite those words frequently during the day without adverting 
directly to the meaning of the words. This, far from being a 
loss, may be an actual gain. There is an awareness that the 
words are words of prayer, that prayer is going on. Gradually, 
the unconscious catches on and becomes, for lack of a better 
word, "prayerful." You begin to notice, after a while, that all 
your life and activity is being invaded by this prayerfulness. So 
even though, aL first sight, this form of prayer may seem to be 
what my priest called an “act of man” rather than a “human 
act," because the conscious mind and will is not directly en¬ 
gaged in it, it is as human and effective an act as is the act of 
Influencing the unconscious through autosuggestion. 

Some people find it repugnant to think that the laws of auto¬ 
suggestion may be operating in the Jesus Prayer. Rut why should 
they not? Why may we not use the power of auto-suggestion to 
become more prayerful and come nearer to God just as we use 
the force of our mind and imagination and emotion? 

The Rosary 

Some of you may have noticed how everything I have said 
about the Jesus Prayer applies perfectly to the recitation of the 
rosary. It is fashionable nowadays to deride this practice of rep¬ 
etitious prayer. If you examine the rosary with your “rational” 
mind, there is every reason to believe that it is not a prayer. 
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only a parody of prayer. The same formula, the Hail Mary, is 
repeated again and again, monotonously, impersonally, with¬ 
out. our adverting to the meaning of the words—in fact, we are 
even encouraged not to think about the meaning, we are en¬ 
couraged not to indulge in a pious distraction, so to speak, by 
meditating on the life of Christ with our minds while saying 
“tlail Mary, full of grace -. . "with our mouths. “Prayer wheeT 
has been the reaction of some people. Would it not be much 
belter to make some spontaneous prayer to the Lord? I know 
of one priest who, to show a group of women the ridiculous^ 
ness of the rosary, began his talk to them with “Good morning, 
ladies!" They replied, “Good morning, Father!” “Good morn¬ 
ing, ladies!" said the priest again, and again and again. Then 
he stopped and said, “You probably think I’ve gone mad] 
That’s what Mary probably thinks of us when we keep saying 
the 1 tail Mary again and again.” A good argument indeed- But 
the trouble with the deep things oT the spirit is that they are 
not quite subject to human logic and human reason. There 
are deeper things in life than human reason is able to grasp. 
The human mind can give us cleverness, not wisdom. For this, 
one needs a sense, an instinct that is beyond the mind. This is 
Lhe instinct the saints had when they practiced and recom¬ 
mended this form of prayer. One reads of great contempla- 
livcs, like the Jesuit iay broLher, St. Alphonsus Rodriguez, who 
would recite dozens of rosaries each day. One meets some 
holy old women in our Indian villages whose faces are lined 
with suffering and love and are radiant with the quiet glow of 
Lhe Spirit; their only prayer is the recitation of the rosary. AJ1 
the principles of the Jesus Prayer apply here. Here once again 
we have what 1 like to call the sanctilication of the uncon¬ 
scious through the seemingly mechanical recitation of a 
prayer formula, 

If Lhe rosary has appealed to you in the past, make that your 
Jesus Prayer, Or use your beads while reciting your own prayer 
formula. I don’t know r why it is, but the fingering of the beads 
brings to many people peace and prayerful ness; it is probably 
because it brings rhythm into the prayer. I sometimes pass my 
beads through my fingers without saving any prayer; and the 
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gesture alone is enough to put me into prayer. Do something 
like this at your prayer today. Use your bead* to reeite your 
Jesus Prayer rhythmically. And with the blessing of the Blessed 
Virgin, may you discover the wisdom that so many sain ts found 
in prayer. 
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I am going to talk to you about a form of prayer that, on the 
face of it, would seem to have no place in the kind of retreat I 
am offering you. At least, so I thought for many years. For 
years I was much opposed to what has now-a-days come to be 
known as shared prayer. Shared prayer might have a place in 
"group" retreats where retreatants sought an experience of 
Christ in community. This is a “desert" retreat, one where the 
retreatant seeks Christ in strict silence and solitude and con¬ 
frontation with him- or herself. All communication, group dis¬ 
cussions, sharing sessions, even communication in prayer, was, 
1 felt, a distraction. I still maintain most of this. A group re¬ 
treat offers the retreatant what an i individual retreat does not, 
and vice versa. I strongly recommend that every priest have an 
experience of both kinds or re neat; they complement each 
other. liuL l am opposed to mixing the two. When this is done 
they get in each other’s way, and the effect is watered down. If 
you are making a silent retreat, plunge as deeply as possible 
into silence, avoid alJ talk and discussions like the plague, 
otherwise you are constantly knocking down with one hand 
what you are building up with the other. A group retreat has 
techniques and methods ail its own, and group interaction 
there, far from being an obstacle to meeting Christ, is actually 
a means by which we encounter him. 
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I also had personal reasons against shared prayer. It just 
didn't fit into the religious culture in which [ had grown, so I 
found excellent reasons againsL it. It was like making love in 
public, I said. Moreover, after a while a person is able to com¬ 
municate with God beyond all words and concepts. How does 
one share that kind of prayer with a group? All one would say 
is something like “My God, I love you," a very triLe thing to say: 
full of meani ng For me, but hardly likely to thrill or inspire the 
other members of the group. These prejudices of mine have 
ceased, 1 am happy to say. I have discovered that there is a 
form of prayer one uses with God when one is alone with him, 
and a Form or prayer that one can share—to one's own spiri¬ 
tual benefit and that of others. Let me tell you how I discov¬ 
ered the value of shared prayer, 

1 was once giving a thirty-day retreat to a group of Jesuits. 
Towards the middle of the retreat I thought of all I had been 
reading at that time about the Catholic pentecostal movement 
(or charismatic renewal movement as it is called now}. How 
generous the Lord seemed to be in pouring the gifts of his 
Spirit into these Catholics who sought him in fervor and sim¬ 
plicity, And they weren't making thirty-day retreats! So I said 
to the retreatams. If God is being so generous with these peo¬ 
ple, he is surely going to be very generous with you who are 
seeking him so earnestly over a period of a whole month in 
prayer and silence. If we feel he is not being generous enough 
ii is probably because we don’t pray to him enough as a group. 
1 therefore suggested that from that night onward we have ex¬ 
position of the Blessed Sacrament and adoration at night be¬ 
fore retiring to sleep. The retreatants were free to come or 
not; if they came, however, they were to come to pray, not for 
themselves, but for the whole group, to pray earnestly that the 
whole group would receive a fresh infusion of the Iloly Spirit. 

Everyone came. The atmosphere in the chapel was most 
conducive to prayer, with the lights out and the host standing 
out in the darkness, lit up by the candles in front of the mon¬ 
strance. We prayed for each other in silence. And it wasn’t 
long before I sensed a marked increase in the graces the re- 
Lreatanis were receiving. They noticed it too* However, the 
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skeptic in me hesitated to attribute this to the night inter¬ 
cession. Could it not be (hat the previous two weeks of silence 
had disposed the retreatants to receive these graces, so (hat 
they would have received them whether we had had our group 
intercession or not? I continued to recommend Lhis practice 
to retreatants at eight-day retreats. This time 1 could not doubt 
the effects. There was a marked difference between these re¬ 
treats and the ones I had given before. The conferences were 
the same, the techniques, the methods of prayer, were all the 
same, but the graces that God was pouring out on these re¬ 
treats were definitely greater than the graces he seemed to be 
giving in former retreats. It was hard to avoid the conclusion 
that it was the group prayer at night that was making the 
difference. 

Then a retreatant came to me and said, “Would it be all 
right for us to pray aloud? It is easier to pray for people whose 
needs we know than to just pray for the group in general.” I 
agreed reluctantly because of the reservation f had with regard 
to shared prayer. I am very glad 1 agreed. Some of Lhe rcuea- 
tanis would ask for specific graces. They would cither address 
the Lord (“Lord, give me the grace to pray. I keep trying all 
day and don’t seem to succeed. I’m just overwhelmed with dis¬ 
tractions.”) or their fellow retreatants (“Brothers, I ask you to 
pray that I will be given the grace of repentance. Somehow l 
seem to have lost the sense of sin and (he sense of mv need of 
God,*), Again and again these persons who had had the cou¬ 
rage to ask for some grace aloud would report that they were 
given these graces Lhanks to the prayers of the whole group. It 
was a literal fulfillment of Jesus’ words, 

I tell you this: if two of you agree on earth about any request you have 
to make, that request will be granted by my Heavenly Father, For 
where two or three have met together in my name, I am there among 
them. 

Matthew lf(;19-20 

So in the beginning this was the simple form of shared 
prayer we practiced. If you wanted some grace, you mentioned 
it at our group prayer, and we would all pray for you, generally 
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in silence. When Cod gave you the grace you had asked for* 
you came to give thanks publicly at our prayer session, so that 
wc would all join in praising and thanking him and he would 
receive greater glory and love for his goodness toward you. I 
now began to recommend this form of shared prayer to all my 
retreatams right from the first day of the retreat and saw again 
and again how quickly they attained the graces they were seek¬ 
ing, something I was not accustomed lo seeing in my retreats 
in the past. 

Then I began to discover the value of shared prayer in areas 
outside the retreat What a difference it would make to a 
group discussion, to a consultation, to a decision-making 
session, if we would stop to pray, not just at the beginning and 
the end of the session, but at times when we are stuck or are 
making no headway or are in need of light and guidance or 
are all worked up and angry and quarrelsome and defensive, 1 
saw these prayer sessions do wonders in bringing people to¬ 
gether, in uniting communities, in bridging the generation 
gap, where other methods (community dialogue, encounter 
groups, etc.) had failed. I see now, sadly, that we priests rarely 
pray together in other than the somewhat stylized forms pre¬ 
scribed by Lite liturgy. Our meetings and discussions, especially 
the meetings of our decision-making bodies, are rarely differ¬ 
ent from a meeting of executives of a secular firm: there’s a 
good deal of horse sense and human prudence and, hope¬ 
fully, good surveys and plenty of information relating to the 
problems to be discussed, but little direct communication with 
God and reliance on his inspiration and guidance. 

This was well expressed by an American priest, Rev. Joseph 
M, O’Meara, in an article entitled “Contrasting Conventions: 
Prayer Makes a Difference," 

During this past month I attended two conventions, one in 
Baltimore and one in Washington. Roth were about religion. Eut 
what a difference! 

The first was. the annual convention Of the National Federation of 
Priests’ Councils, the second the annual convention of the Full Gospel 




Shand Prayer 

Business Men's Fellowship International The Fellowship is an organi¬ 
zation of Christian, Protestant denominational, notiiJcnominiiionil, 
Catholic, even Jewish people, who have reached out for a deep experi¬ 
ence with the Lord Jesus and found the conventional methods of 
evangelism wanting. It is basically Pentecostal or charismatic in 
nature,.,. 

The Fellowship, which began as recendy as 1953 here in the U.&, has 
over five hundred chapters in this country and many chapters in other 
countries. They have reached a point where they now add a chapter a 
day to their Fellowship. While we lose scores of priests almost daily, 
they gain scores Of ministers for the Lord daily. While our church 
member are becoming rapidly disillusioned with the elTectiveness of 
Christianity, their members are enthusiastically speaking of the won¬ 
drous effectiveness of the Lord within themselves and throughout the 
world. While our members grow even more reluctant to speak of any 
personal relationship or experience with the lord, their members are 
eager to tell what the Lord has done For thetn and with their lives, 

I heard a young man, twenty-three years old, tell how this personal ex¬ 
perience of the Lord has reversed his drug-centered and LSD- 
centered life to a life of love and dedication for Jesus. There are many 
such testimonies of young people under the influence of the 
Fellowship, How many of us can go into our churches and find such 
fruit? 1 listened to a Jewish man tell how he was about to become a eu¬ 
nuch for the Lord; a man, though married, living as though unmar¬ 
ried because his apostolaie wa# making such demands upon him. 
What a stark contrast to the proceedings of the S'FTC on a related 
poind 

Why is all this happening with them and not with us and other 
Christian churches? 1 don't, know the whole answer, but I do know it 
in part Prayer! That’s the part I knowl 

These people at the Fellowship convention didn't discuss a person, 
place or thing that they didn't pray over it, under it. beside it, for it, 
with it and during it Prayer in Song and word was or their lips con¬ 
stantly. At the NFPC convention there was hardly * prayer uttered. 

Between sessions the Fellowship were gathered together in rooms 
praying together and relating their personal experiences of the Lord 
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and how ihey were going to spread l lis wonderful Word. Between ses¬ 
sions at itie NFt*C we were gathered together in rooms sipping cock¬ 
tails and disc ussing Church politics. At the Fellowship nothing was un¬ 
dertaken without calling upon the Holy Spirit to guide II At the NFPC 
convention we seemed lo proceed alt Loo much like natural men. 

I have learned Lhai a shared prayer session is not the distrac¬ 
tion that a group discussion can be to a silent retreat; pro¬ 
vided, of course there isn’t more than one session a day, else 
there is the danger of the retreatants taking refuge in this, rel¬ 
atively more comfortable, form of prayer lo escape the rigors 
of a personal encounter with God, The group discussion, Un¬ 
like the shared prayer, is likely to arouse emotions that need 
to be worker! through afterward and can be a real disturbance 
to the interior silence that the retreat gives you. There was 
something else. 1 found that shared prayer gave some of the 
rcLreatants Lhe advantages of prophecy] More than once re- 
trcatanls have told me that a prayer they heard in the session, 
a reflection that was made there, an insight that was shared 
made a tremendous difference to their retreat. It was as if the 
Lord himself was speaking to them through the person who 
was sharing or praying (and that is what the gift of prophecy 
is, the Lord speaking to me through my brother, even though 
he is not aware of it). I found it interesting to see how often 
prophecy was exercised in the form of prayers, rather than in¬ 
sights or sermons, frequently prayers that, on the surface, 
seemed quite ordinary. Someone would say a simple prayer and 
one or two or more of the others would be plunged into a mood 
of devotion or given the light and inspiration they needed. 

How to Go about It 

There are no rules for shared prayer. But 1 think it will help 
if l list some of the difficulties that shared prayer runs into and 
some of the things that help it to be fruitful. Here, are some of 
the difficulties: 

1. Going to a session to do your own private prayer. If you 
do this, you are likely to find the talking a distraction and you 
may be something of a silent burden to the group. Not that si- 
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lencc is an obstacle to shared prayer, quite the contrary, as I 
shall soon say. But you are just not with the others in spirit, 
and so you will be something of a disturbance to them as they 
will be to you, Rctrcatanls have sometimes told me that they 
get nothing out of shared prayer. This has sometimes hap¬ 
pened because they went to the session to continue with their 
personal form of prayer, the Jesus Prayer or the Prayer of Faith 
or whatever. Shared prayer requires that you take up another 
form of praying, another disposition. You go there to pray 
with others, to pray for them and to ask for their prayers, to be 
open to what they arc saying to you and to what the Spirit may 
inspire you to say to them. When you take up this atdtude 
shared prayer becomes very profitable and fruitful, even when 
most of it is done in silence. 

2. Too much "cere brad on,” It is important that the shared 
prayer be not glutted with thoughts, reflections, and insights. 
There is a place for these, of course. But most people find it 
easier to share their ideas than to share their prayer. 
Ordinarily, when someone is praying to Lhe Lord, our heart is 
more easily touched by grace than when someone is talking to 
us about some insight received in prayer. 

Beware of that form of sharing insights by which we are 
really talking to the members of the group, but we add the 
word “Lord” to what we are saying, U is more forthright, and 
less distracting, to say, “Friends, here's an insight or a reflec¬ 
tion I want to share with you ...” Lhan to say, “Lord ..." and 
then proceed to lecture us. Here iss a good example of what I 
mean: “Lord, you know how much harm is being done to the 
Church by the so-called liberals and scripture scholars. In my 
opinion. Lord, they are the cause of all the turmoil in the 
Church today ...” This is an example of how, unfortunately, 
under cover of speaking to the Lord, we can even have digs at 
one another! 

3. The third difficulty I would list here could be called “im¬ 
personality.” The use of the pronoun we, instead of/, “Lord, we 
thank you for your goodness to us.” Don't speak for Lhe rest of 
us. Leave that to the celebrant who presides over the liturgy. 


Ill 
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Don't take it upon yourself to interpret the sentiments and 
fcelitigs of the rest of the group. Speak for yourself. Your 
prayer will be much more personal You are sharing nothing 
when you say “we”; you have merely made yourself our 
spokesperson. 

4. A more serious difficulty is not listening to one another. 
For example, Jim makes an anguished prayer to the Lord, call¬ 
ing out to him for help in despair, and then, barely a second 
after the prayer has ended, Tom pipes in on a cheerful note to 
thank the Lord for some favor or other. Wasn't Tom listening 
to Jim? It seems almost indecent to rush in with a joyful prayer 
without giving the rest of us at least a little while to be with Jim 
in his anguish and to pray for him. This is one of the reasons 
why it is a great help for the group to have a leader—one who 
doesn't stand out in the group, precisely, but who is attuned to 
what is going on within the group, listening both to the group 
members and to the Lord. In a situation like the one I have 
descri bed, Jim may get the feeling that no one cares; if no one 
refers to his prayer explicitly, the leader may make a brief 
prayer for him aloud. This will be supportive and reassuring to 
those who have asked for help; their prayers have not been 
heard by Lhe others with Cold indifference. It is significant that 
when Jesus was in agony he shared his prayer of anguish with 
his disciples. He allowed them to listen to what he was saying 
io his Father and looked for some support and comfort from 
them. If we do not listen to one another, then we are just not 
sharing in the prayer of one another. 

Listening to the other's prayer implies that the other prays 
in an audible voice. Il is very distracting, sometimes even irri¬ 
tating, when someone mumbles something Lhat wc have to 
strain our ears to catch. Speak up, or do not speak at all. 

5. The next difficulty is not listening to the Lord who is 
speaking within our hearts. We can sometimes get so carried 
away by the prayers and problems of one another Lhat Lhe 
Lord is pushed into the background. We give him little scope 
for inspiring us, for speaking within our hearts, because we are 
too full of whaL we and others are saying to him. 
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And the Lord does speak to us very frequently. If we create 
an inner silence within ourselves we might sense him impel¬ 
ling us to utter a prayer or share some insight he is giving us. 
Through this prayer or insight of ours the Lord frequently ac¬ 
tivates the chari sm of prophecy within the group, Prophecy 
means speaking to someone on behalf of the Lord, giving 
someone a message from the Lord, This was a gifL Lhat was fre¬ 
quently exercised in the early Church, Paul valued it highly 
and urged his Christians to positively seek it because it helps 
so much for the spiritual growth of our neighbor (1 Corinthians 
14). We find an outstanding example of prophecy in Acts 21. 

When we had been in Caesarea several days, a prophet named Agabtu 
arrived from Judaea. He came to us, took Paul's belt, bound his own 
feet and hand* with it, and said, ‘These are the words of the Holy 
Spirit: Thus will the Jews in Jerusalem bind the man to whom this belt 
belongs, and hand him over to the Gentiles." When we heard this, we 
and the local people begged and implored Paul to abandon his visit to 
Jerusalem, 

I have sometimes witnessed this gift of prophecy in acdon. 
Nothing as sensational as the example of Agabus. Someone in 
the group would share an insight, be moved to read a passage 
from Scripture chosen at random, or would just make a simple 
prayer to the Lord, and someone else would feel the Lord 
speaking while the other was talking. So I urge people not to 
hold back whatever the Lord seems to be urging them to say, 
because he frequently gives to us what he means us to share 
with the others in the group. Hence it is important to be atten¬ 
tive to the Lord who may be speaking ehher in the silence of 
our hearts or in the words of others. 

For this purpose it will be a help if the group leader sug¬ 
gests a period of silence prayer (a “listening session "some call 
it) whenever be or she notices that there is too much talking 
that doesn’t seem charged with the spirit and unction of 
prayer. There will be times when Lhe group will spontaneously 
lapse into silence. Silence is of two types. There is the dull, 
heavy silence in which we get a sense that nothing is happen¬ 
ing, and we’re grounded When there is too much of this, I 
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suggest that Lhe members slop the prayer for a while and 
scarrh for Lhe cause of this deadness: are they being too 
sluggish or too inhibited? Are they really comfortable with 
the silence? Generally Lhis sluggishness and deadness is dis¬ 
pelled through singing some hymns* chiefly hymns of praise 
and thanksgiving, and the reading of a passage or two from 
Scripture, 

There is another typo of silence when the whole atmo¬ 
sphere is obviously charged with prayerful ness. It is full of unc¬ 
tion; everyone is clearly steeped in prayer. This is beautiful* 
and it is a grave mistake to break in with a prayer or a hymn 
just so that "things will start moving." It requires some spiritual 
sensitiveness lo distinguish one silence From the other, and 
here, too, the leader can be of help. 

6. Here’s another difficulty: long-winded prayers and what I 
call "praying to the gallery," II is important that prayers be not 
too long. After a while, it becomes difficult to be attentive to 
what the prayer is saying. Hotter to pray ten times in a prayer 
session for half a minute or a minute each time than inflict a 
lengt hy prayer of five or six minutes’ duration on us. 

Praying to the gallery is an attempt to impress people with 
our prayer. We sometimes carefully rehearse our prayers be¬ 
fore we launch out* either because we are nervous or because 
we want to impress, The ideal prayers are those made with our 
eyes fixed on the Lord to whom we are praying without too 
much care for grammar and sentence structure* These prayers 
are simple and spontaneous and the bad grammar doesn’t dis¬ 
turb. We cannot, of course, be entirely unmindful of the prefr- 
ence of others and pray to the Lord as though they were not 
there. Only let’s make sure that it is to him Lhat we are ad¬ 
dressing our words, that it is for his ears our prayers are com¬ 
posed, not for i hose of the group. 

7. The final difficulty I want to list here is coming to the 
prayer meeting without having spent some time previously in 
personal prayer. Shared prayer seems to be most fruitful when 
everyone participating in it has spent a good deal of time Lhat 
day in private, personal prayer. I know of a charismatic re- 
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newal prayer group where there is an understanding LhaL on 
the day of the prayer meeting, which is held at night, everyone 
pray for at least two whole hours, I was edified to learn that 
these people, laypersons most of them, would wake early in 
the morning, before setting out to work, to do scripture read¬ 
ing and to expose themselves to die presence of the Lord Tot 
the required two hours. It is no wonder to me that those 
prayer sessions were charged with the grace and unction of 
the Spirit, These people came to the meeting already charged 
with the spirit of prayer, not seeking to have Lhdr dead spiri¬ 
tual batteries recharged] This is probably the reason why 
shared prayer seems so much more fruitful during a retreat 
when everyone is investing much time in personal prayer. 


Further Tips on How to Go about It 

Ideally, shared prayer is unstructured, leaving the maxi¬ 
mum freedom to people to intervene as the Spirit moves 
them. Someone may read a scripture passage, another sing a 
hymn (with the others joining in or not as they feel moved to 
do so), and yet another share a reflection or make a prayer. 
There is no Fixed order. 

However, it helps to begin with a brief period of silence dur¬ 
ing which participants can revive their faith in the presence of 
the Lord. This makes him present, A couple of hymns at the 
beginning are also a great help. 

During the retreat the main emphasis in our shared prayer is 
asking the Lord for personal favors connected with the retreat 
and thanking him for giving them to us. Outside the retreat, we 
often practice the prayer of intercession—praying For the needs 
of others. Above all it helps to spend some time in the prayer or 
praise. When we praise God for his goodness and for the good 
things he has given to us and to others, our hearts become light¬ 
some and joyous. It was only after I got acquainted with the 
charismatic renewal movement that I, myself, discovered the 
prayer of praise and its value. There are few forms of prayer so 
effective for giving you the sense that you are loved by God, or 
for lifting depressed spirits and overcoming temptation. Psalm 
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8 says, “You have established praise to destroy the enemy and 
avenger,* and it was the custom among the Jews to march out 
into battle singing praises to the Lord, This was considered a 
mighty weapon for defeating the foe. We read in 2 Chronicles 
20 : 21 - 22 : 

|osaphat, as they te: out, came forward to speak. Listen to tuc, he said, 
men of Juda: Listen, ciiiuns of Jerusalem, Trust in the Lord your 
Cod, and you have nothing to Fear: trust his prophets, and all shall go 
well with you. Thus he encouraged them, and would have the Lord's 
minstrels praise him in chorus, marching before the army and sing¬ 
ing" Praise the Lord, the Lord is gracious: hi* mercy endures for ever. 

As the chant rose, the Lord turned the stealthy approach of Juda's en¬ 
emies, A mi rum and Moab and Edom, to their own discomfiture. 

In the Old Testament, incidentally, the prayer of praise was 
said aloud—you either shouted your praise or sang your 
praise. I have even had people tell me that they feel physically 
revived through practicing the prayer of praise. One laborer 
told me how, under cover of the din of his factory machines, 
he would spend a good part of his day praising God aloud 
(though not too loud for fear of being overheard by his com¬ 
panions), and he said it gave him Lhe same invigorating effect 
after his night shift that he got from a cold shower and a hot 
cup of coffee. 

When group prayer Lends to grow heavy and to drag, the 
leader may say a few' words about the prayer of praise and en¬ 
courage everyone to fix their eyes on the Lord and praise him 
for everything, for things good and bad and, above all, for his 
being the good God that he is. This may be done either indi¬ 
vidually in the form of prayer or collectively with everyone 
singing a hymn of praise and thanksgiving and adoration. A 
marked change will soon come over the group. 

One last and important suggestion for your shared prayer 
sessions, if you ever have them outside the retreat: fix the du¬ 
ration of the session before hand and let everyone know 
clearly how long it is going to last—half an hour, one hour, or 
two hours. Then when the time is up, even though most peo¬ 
ple feel inspired to continue, call a halt to the prayer to allow 
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those who wish to leave to depart. The rest may then continue 
if you wish. This will spare many people the distraction and 
strain of constantly wondering when it is going to end! 

Shared Prayer for the Priest 

A priest is a spiritual leader and he will find a rich aposto- 
latc in the prayer group. 1 know a number of priests who, after 
experiencing the benefits of shared prayer in a retreat like this 
one, have begun to pray together with Lheir lay collaborators,, 
with their catechists and school staff—and gained much fruit 
thereby. We frequently visit our people, we call on sick people 
in hospitals, we offer counseling and spiritual direction to peo¬ 
ple in our offices. How rarely do we think of praying with 
these people. It just isn't in our tradition, as ii h in the tradi¬ 
tion of some Protestant pastors. It is more within our tradition 
to give the client or patient our blessing. I have sometimes 
ventured to pray with a client after a counseling session; both 
of us pray to the Lord who is present there with us, telling him 
of our hopes and disappointments and confusions and asking 
for his help. I have often found this part of the interview to be 
the most effective and healing for the client and for me! 

Once we summon up the courage to pray, either before Or 
after the irHerview (or even in the confessional) it becomes 
easier, and I haven't met one client who isn't glad to have me 
say a prayer with and for him or her. I am reminded here of 
what a woman, a former Catholic turned Pentecostal, said 
while in the hospital “When my minister comes to visit me, he 
spends nearly half an hour praying and reading the Bible with 
me; that’s what 1 want a minister for. When the Catholic priest 
visits me, he talks of politics and the weather, then gives me 
his blessing and goes away." It just isn’t in our tradition, is it, 
to pray with a patient before we leave, or to say to a Family we 
are visiting, "Shall I pray with you now before I leave?" 

I have had quite some success getting families to join in 
shared prayer when I visit them. What I do is this; 1 begin to 
pray myself and then ask the others present if there is any¬ 
thing they want to say to the Lord, They always have a great 
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deal to say Lo him. In the beginning they tell me, and 1 say the 
prayer to the Lord for Lhem. In the later stages I geL Lhcm to 
tell him themselves! Or I start with the rosary, a prayer that 
many families are already familiar with. Between decades I say, 
"Whom shall we offer this decade for? 1 * Then 1 make a sponta¬ 
neous prayer for all the people mentioned; gradually the 
others have no difficulty making this kind of prayer themselves. 

In some retreats, when the number of retreatants is large, I 
invite the retreatants to split up into groups of ten to twelve 
for shared prayer. Generally, as in this retreat, we have our 
shared prayer before the Blessed Sacrament exposed, at night. 
I think for most of you who come Lo this prayer, shared prayer 
will lie an experience you will cany with you and treasure long 
after your retreat Is over. 
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Repentance 


It is customary, at the start of a retreat, to meditate on 
one’s sinfulness, and to seek pardon of God Lhrough the 
grace of repentance, I wish to speak on Lhis today: the theme 
of repentance. 


Repentance: A Way to Experience Christ 

Even though the experience of Christ is a grace we can 
never merit, I have already suggested two things we can do, 
two dispositions we can cultivate to prepare ourselves to re¬ 
ceive this grace. These two things arc the ardent desire to 
meet him and constant petitionary prayer. The third thing is 
repentance. This is splendidly put in the Book of Revelation: 

To the angel of the church At EphcSUS write: "These are the words of 
the One who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among 
the seven lamps Of gold; 1 know all your ways, your soil and your forti¬ 
tude. 1 know you cannot endure evil men; you have puL to the proof 
those who claim to he aposdes but are not, and have found them 
false. Fortitude you have; you have borne up in my cause and never 
flagged. But I have this against you: you have lost your early Love. 
Think from what a height you have fallen; repent and do as you once 
did. Otherwise, if you do not repent, 1 shall come to you and remove 
your lamp from its place.* 

Revelation 2:1-5 
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To tin- angel of die Church at Laodicea write; “These are the word* of 
the Ameti, die faiihEuI and true witness, die prime source of all God's 
creation: f know aJj your ways; you are neither hot nor cold. How I 
wish you were cither hot or cold! Bui because you are Lukewarm, 
neither hot nor cold, I will spiL you oul of my mouth. Vou say* A How 
rich I ami And how well I have donet I have everything I want in the 
world,' In fact, though you do not know it, you are the most pitiful 
wretch, poor, blind and naked, So 1 advise you to buy from me gold re- 
fined in the fire, to make you truly rich, and white clothes to put on to 
hide the shame of your nakedness and ointment for your eyes ao that 
you may see, AJ] whom 1 low l reprove and discipline. Be on your mci- 
de therefore and repen L Here I stand knocking at the door; if anyone 
hear* my voice and opens the door, I will come in and sit down to sup¬ 
per with him and he with itie r " 

Revelation 3-14-20 


The Need for Repentance 

These words of Revelation are very typical of the attitude 
Jesus shows in the Gospels. Repentance was the theme of his 
first sermons: “Repent, and believe the gospel, for the king¬ 
dom of God is at hand." Indeed, it was the theme of the early 
sermons of the Apostles in Acts: "Repent," says Peter, “repent 
and be baptized, everyone of you, in the name of Jesus the 
Messiah for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive 
the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). 

Repentance is. indeed, the fundamental disposition of a 
Christian; and an abiding disposition. The first thing we must 
do is confess our sinfulness. No excuses, no claims, no self- 
complacency, And we must confess our inability to get out of 
our sinfulness and our absolute need for God's saving power 
in Jesus, 

For though the wili to do good is there, die deed is hol The good 
which i want to do, t fail u> do; hut what I do is the wrong which is 
against my will; and if what I do is against, my will, dearly it is no 
longer 1 who am the agent, hut sin that has its lodging in me. I dis* 
cover this principle, then: that when I want u> do the right, only the 
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wrong is within rny reach. In my inmost self I delight in the Law of 
Cod, bul I perceive that there is Sr my bodily members a different law, 
fighting against the law that my reason approves and making me a 
prisoner under the law that is in my members, Lhc law of sin. 
Miserable creature that I am, who is there u> rescue me out of 'his 
body doomed to death! 1 Cod alone, through Jesus Christ our Lord I 
Thanks be to Godt 


Romans 7:18-25 

It is important Lhat the Christian experience this “miserable 
creature that I am, who will rescue me" of St, Paul. And which 
of us has not experienced this persistently in our lives? Then 
we can approach Jesus with no confidence in ourselves, trust- 
ing entirely in his power. Re says explicitly that it is for such 
persons, for “sinners’* that he has come, not for the "just.” If 
we are just—self-righteous—then he hasn’t come for us, he 
has no interest in us. We must constantly beware of this self- 
righteousness because it leads to the kind of blindness and 
hardness of heart that afflicted the Pharisees, And it is particu¬ 
larly difficult for us lo attain this sense of our helplessness and 
our need of Jesus today, it seems to me, because we have 
largely lost the sense of sin. 

The Sense of Sin 

Sin is something that we play down considerably today, but 
it was something that Jesus seemed to give much importance 
to. This is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and 
everlasting covenant , , . This blood is to be shed for you and 
for all people that sins may be forgiven,* says the priest at the 
most solemn moment of the Eucharist, echoing Jesus* own 
words. “Receive the Holy Spirit!" says Jesus lo his apostles after 
his resurrection, “If you forgive any man's sins, they stand for¬ 
given; if you pronounce them unforgiven, unforgiven they re¬ 
main” (John 20:23), In the Lord’s Prayer he bids us ask for just 
three things: our daily bread, moral strength to fight tempta¬ 
tion, and forgiveness of sin, He sends his Spirit so thaL the 
Spirit may convince the world of "sin and of justice and of 
judgment,” 
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There is no doubt that forgiveness of sin is somethi ng that is 
of vital importance to Jesus, When 1 talk later of Lhe social as¬ 
pect of sin, 1 hope to show you why. Right at the beginning of 
the Gospels, we are told that this is the salvation that he brings 
us—not primarily salvation that is economic or social or politi¬ 
cal, as it is fashionable to maintain these days, but salvation 
from sin. 

"Joseph, son of David,” said the angel, u do not be afraid to take Maty 
home with you a* your wife. It is by the 1 loly Spirit, that she has con¬ 
ceived this child. She will hear a son; and you shall give him the name 
Je$U$ (Saviour), Tor he will save his people from iheirsins.* 

Matthew kSjO-21 

There are many other New Testament texts that underline this 
as the reason for God becoming human. Here are a few: 
“Here are words you may trust, words that merit full accep¬ 
tance, 'Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.'* (1 
Timothy 1:15), We are told in Romans 5:8 that God shows his 
love for us precisely in that though we were sinners, Christ 
died for us, and in 1 John 4—10 we are told that Cod sent his 
Son in order to be the expiation of our sins. 

The forgiveness of sins is a far more vital matter to Jesus 
than bodily health, and material prosperity. He heals the para¬ 
lytic of Matthew 9 simply as a means to show his adversaries 
that he has given him a far more precious grace, the forgive¬ 
ness of his sins. To us, who arc, perhaps, spiritually less sensi¬ 
tive than people of former ages, forgiveness of sin doesn't 
rank high on the list of desirable commodities. That is why we 
are in greater need of the gift of repentance. 

The Meaning of Repentance 

I wouldn't have you Lhink, however, that repentance means 
the awareness of sin and sorrow for sin. Sorrow for sin is just 
one aspect of repentance—and by no means the most impor¬ 
tant one. Repentance is rendered in Greek by the word meta- 
noia„ which indicates a total change of heart and mind, a turn- 
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ing of our heart and mind away from selfishness and on to 
God. Perhaps the best formula for repentance is the com¬ 
mandment enunciate d by Jesus, “Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and 
with all your mind; and your neighbour a s yourselF (Luke 
10:27), I could weep bitter tears for my sins and tell God I am 
deeply sorry for them and beg pardon for them. That still 
doesn't put me in possession of Lhc gift of repentance. I may 
be far from willing to give up all my inordinate attachments 
and to love God totally and to lead the radically new life with 
the radically new attitudes that this implies. How well Jesus 
puts it in the passage of Revelation that I quoted earlier: Here 
was a person and a Church that had actually worked hard for 
his cause, and borne much suffering for his sake: “I know all 
your ways, your toil and your fortitude! , , , Fortitude you have; 
you have borne up in my cause and never flagged." There was 
also loyalty to his truth, discernment in rejecting false teach¬ 
ings and false aposdes. Yet, the Lord is not satisfied. This 
Church still needs repentance, because it falls short in love. “1 
have this against you: You have lost your early love. Think 
from what a height you have fallen; repent, and do as you 
once did." 

There is another characteristic of the grace of repentance. 
Ii is always accompanied with much joy and peace. When the 
theme of repentance and sorrow for sin is touched on in re¬ 
treats and sermons, people generally prepare themselves for 
lots of “negative" feelings—feelings of guilt and self-hatred 
and even sadness and gloom. But anyone who confuses sad¬ 
ness with sorrow for sin has not experienced the sorrow for sin 
that comes from the Spirit. How frequently we hear people say 
to us after a confession of sins that they felt lightsome and 
happy, as though a weight had been lifted from them! Strange 
paradox: tears of sorrow that we have offended God coexist 
with sentiments of joy that we have found him again, that he 
loves us still, that all our sins are forgotten. And isn't that just 
the way it should be? When we are lost in a forest and find our 
way home again, when we lose a precious treasure and then re¬ 
cover it, isn't thaL cause for intense rejoicing? 
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Jesus always links repentance with feelings of deep joy. Very 
delicately be will tell us how ii is the Father who rejoices when 
the wayward child comes home, the shepherd who rejoices 
when the lost sheep is found, the angels of God who rejoice at 
the repentance of one sinner. How much then will be the joy 
of the child who is once again received into the home of his 
Father and Lhe sheep that finds its way into the fold and the 
sinners who see they have given God so much delight by re¬ 
turning to him! So if you have been disposing yourself to 
gloom and sadness when I suggested the theme of repentance 
for your meditation, I want you to know that it is just the oppo- 
site sentiments that you must prepare yourselves for: joy that 
you are going to be embraced once again by your loving 
Father and love, very intense love, in fact, all the love of your 
heart for him and for his son Jesus Christ, There is no better 
way I know for repenting than to repeat again and again, “My 
God, I do indeed love you, I want very much to love you with 
all my heart and mind and strength." 

Repentance Follows 
the Encounter with Christ 

At the beginning of this conference I spoke of repentance 
as a means for encountering Christ. That is only pardally accu¬ 
rate. The encounter with Christ generally precedes the grace 
of repentance. There is, no doubt, some initial repentance 
that helps us to experience Christ more deeply, but it is only 
after the experience that we receive the grace of repentance in 
all its fullness. It is only after we have met him thaL we under¬ 
stand what sin is and what love is. It is only after we have come 
out into the light from a dark dungeon Lhat we understand 
how dark it was down there and what a precious, lovely thing 
light is. While we were there, our eyes had adjusted to the 
darkness and we might even have failed to realize that we 
were in darkness and in need of the light. Saint, not sinners, 
know what sin is, because they have come into the light of 
God. We know our sin through a revelation of God, not 
through reason. 
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Scripture gives us many examples of this. Paul thought he 
was rendering a service to God while he was persecuting the 
Church, It was only after his encounter with Christ that he re¬ 
alized his sin; then he called himself inferior to all apostles, 
not even worthy to be called an apostle because he persecuted 
the Church of Christ (1 Corinthians 15:9). He even went to 
the extent of calling himself the greatest of sinners (I Timothy 
1:15), But to realize all of this he had first to encounter the 
Lord. It was the same with Peter, He discovers who Jesus really 
is and then exclaims* “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful 
man." This is also similar to the prophet Isaiah* who in his 
sixth chapter, describes the vision he had of God, after which 
he becomes keenly conscious of his sin: "Woe is me, for l am a 
man with polluted Ups. 1 " Zacchaeus repents and is converted 
after the Lord comes to hlls house (Luke 19), and the woman 
(Luke 7) sheds tears of love and repentance when she meets 
the Lord. 

And isn’t this just as it should be? For how can we be sorry 
for offending the Lord unless we first love him? And how shall 
we love him unless we first come into contact wUh him and 
have some experience of him? This is why l feel that the medi¬ 
tation on sin and repentance is the meditation not of begin¬ 
ners in the spiritual life* but of the great saints, the men and 
women who have progressed a great deal in holiness. So it is 
not surprising to read that the saintly Cure D’Ars was con¬ 
stantly desiring to run away from his parish and become a her¬ 
mit. And why? To weep for his sins, if you please! It is discon¬ 
certing and unintelligible to those of us who have not yet 
realized what it means to love God and be loved by him, those 
of us who have not yet "seen” the Lord, 

There is, therefore, no need to get discouraged if you do 
not immediately get this extraordinary grace. The Lord is 
probably keeping it for you for the end, when your love for 
him will have deepened considerably. Content yourself now 
with desiring him ardently and loving him as much as you 
can, I once came across a prayer thaL is attributed to St, 
Anselm. I am going to give it to you here because I think it 
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sets forth admirably the stages through which most people 
pass before they attain to realization of and sottow for their 
sins, and all these stages are a fairly adequate description of 
the grace of repentance in its fullness. They are: desire for 
Cod, love of God, and hatred for sin. Here is the prayer: “CD 
l ord our God, grant us grace to desire thee with our whole 
hearts; Lhal so desiring, we may seek and find thee, and so 
finding thee may love thee; and loving Lhee, may hate those 
things from which thou hast redeemed us. Amen.* 

Some Scripture Texts 

In my next conference I shall speak to you of Lhc dangers 
involved in meditation on repentance and on our sinfulness. 
At the end of this conference I should like to offer you some 
of the very many texts Lhal Scripture gives us for meditation on 
this subject First, some texts from the New Testament and 
then some from the Old, 

Luke 7: The woman of Magdala. Notice the emphasis that 
Jesus places on love in the forgiveness of sin, Luke 15: The par¬ 
ables of the loving Father, the lost coin and the lost sheep. 
Here die emphasis is on joy and loving kindness. Acts 9: The 
conversion of St Paul, John 4: The conversion of the 
Samaritan woman, Luke 19: The conversion of Zacchaeus. 
John 21: Pc Ler's confession oflove, 1 TimoEhy 1:15: A very con¬ 
soling passage where Paul says, in effect, if God could do such 
wonders in a person like me, what will he do in others who 
trust in him! Revelation 2:1—7 and Revelation 3:14—22: The 
lover shamelessly standing outside and knocking, as if he has 
more need of us than we of him; so similar to the shepherd go¬ 
ing in search of the lost sheep and the loving Father waiting 
for his prodigal son. 

The Old Testament is rich in passages for meditation on 
sin and repentance. I shall limit myself lo some passages from 
the prophets: Ezekiel 16, Jeremiah 2, and Hosea 2, Isaiah 
63:7-64 contains a very moving prayer that you may want to 
make your own. 
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Above all, do not try to produce the grace of repentance 
and sorrow for sin. Ask for it. Ask for the gift of loving God. 
Ask for the gift of meeting him in your prayer these days. 
Repentance will follow. 
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The Dangers of Repentance 


When repentance is wrongly understood, when there is an 
overemphasis on guilt and fear of punishment and self-hatred, 
then repentance becomes a very dangerous thing. All good 
things are dangerous and the grace of repentance is no excep¬ 
tion, I should like, in this conference, to list some of these 
dangers for you. 

The Refusal to Forgive Oneself 

God is only too willing to forgive us. We do not even have to 
say we are sorry. W T e have only to desire to come back to him. 
He will not even let the prodigal son finish the little repen¬ 
tance speech he was making. Nothing is easier in all the world 
than attaining forgiveness from God. He is more eager to give 
forgiveness than we to receive iL 

The problem is not with God but with us. For one thing, 
many people refuse to believe that Forgiveness is something 
they can get so easily. And, worse still, Lhey refuse to forgive 
themselves. They are constantly brooding over how miserable 
and wretched they have been, wishing they had never sinned, 
wishing they had always kept their slate dean. 

They then go on to develop a false sense of unworthiness. 
They are totally unworthy of God’s graces. They must do 
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penance; they must purify themselves; they must atone thor¬ 
oughly for the past before they can become worthy again of 
Cod’s favors. 1 know of no greater obstacle to progress in the 
spiritual life than Lhis false sense of unworthiness. Even sin is 
not so great an obstacle. Sin, far from being an obstacle, is a 
positive help, if there is repentance. But this false sense of un- 
worthiness (this refusal, on our part, to forget the past and 
push on irtLo the future) makes it just impossible for us to 
make any progress at all. I knew a pricsL who had lapsed grie¬ 
vously after his ordination. I was convinced that, in prayer, 
Ckid was giving him extraordinary graces, that God was invit¬ 
ing him to high contemplation. But it was impossible to con¬ 
vince this priest of that. lie was a despicable sinner In his own 
eyes; he was unworthy; anything that seemed like a special 
grace from God was suspecL and an illusion—just pride ap¬ 
pearing in a subtle form. The grace of God can triumph over 
sin easily; over this form of resistance it can triumph only with 
the greatest difficulty! 

Let me give you another example, Lhis one of a seminarian 
who was plagued with a sexual difficult)' that he was trying, 
with all good will but little success, to overcome. While talking 
with him one day, I suddenly discovered that his whole notion 
of God was entirely pagan. Here he was, a seminarian, with 
some training in theology, and he hadn’t as yet heard the 
good news. The God he was dealing with was the God of rea¬ 
son, or the God of any other religion you please, not the 
Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ, He was obsessed with a sense 
of his unworthiness, with the need to purify himself and do 
penance before he could approach this all-holy God of his and 
establish loving relations with him. I had a fantasy of him while 
he was talking and I shared it with him. 1 said to him, I see you 
as a woman who has been disloyal to her husband and Lurned 
prostitute. She is now sorry for her sins and has returned 
home. But she dare not enter the house. She stands outside, 
in the street, in sackcloLh and ashes, determined to do pen¬ 
ance for her sins. And there she stands, day afLer day, for 
weeks and months on end. Of what good is that penance of 
hers to her husband? He wants her love again, he wants to feel 
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the warmth of her body and enjoy her caresses. But the 
woman is obstinate in First “purifying'* herself—or, perhaps, 
she is just too afraid to take Lhe risk of walking right into the 
house, to embrace her husband and tell him she loves him 
still. The seminarian listened to me attentively, then he said 
slowly, "That's just what 1 am, I don't dare go in. I*m too 
scared to take Lhe risk. I might be rejected," I said to him, 
“Would you be able to go to the chapel now and, forgetting all 
your sins and sexual difficulties, just look at the Lord and say. 
Lord I love you with all my heart?" “No, 1 wouldn’L dare do 
that.** “Well, try doing it right here. We shall both pray silently 
for a while. And lei us boLh forget our sins and center our 
hearts on the Lord and tell him that we love him,” That is 
what we did for about five minutes. It was a very moving expe* 
rience For him and for me. 

Many of us have yet to learn that repentance doesn't mean 
saying, “Lord, I'm sorry* {I was impressed by the sentence in 
that delightful novel Love Story, “Love means never having to 
say you Ye sorry.”), but, “Lord, I love you with all my heart.” 
Have you noticed that nowhere in the New Testament does 
Jesus tell us that in order to get forgiveness for our sins we 
must be sorry? He is not, obviously, excluding sorrow for sin. 
He just doesn't explicitly demand it. Whereas we have made 
such a fuss about contrition, and how many penitents I have 
had who were bothered to distraction about whether they had 
sufficient contrition, whether their contrition was “perfect” or 
“imperfect* and such other largely irrelevant questions as far 
as forgiveness is concerned. And while we got lost in what 
Jesus did not explicitly demand of us, we conveniently over¬ 
looked the things that he explicitly and insistently demanded. 
He said, “If you want forgiveness from my heavenly Father, 
then you must forgive your brother," Thai one condition was 
conspicuously absent from the conditions for a “good con¬ 
fession" that were listed in our old catechism books. We were 
quite meticulous about examining our consciences and telling 
all our sins to the priest and making an act of contrition and a 
purpose of amendment and fulfilling the penance enjoined 
us. We were not explicitly told that more important by far than 
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all of these, was that we forgive our brothers and sisters any 
wrong they have done us. Indeed, we were not told that if this 
were missing, our sins were simply not forgiven, no matter 
how perfect our contrition or how accurate our recital of our 
sins to the priest in the confessional. There's another thing 
that Jesus demanded of us if we would have our sins forgiven: 
love. As simple as that. Come to me and say you love me and 
vour sins will be forgiven. We are accustomed lo think or Lhoso 
tears of the woman of Magdala as tears of sorrow for sin. I 
wonder where we got that notion in the face of Jesus" explicit 
statement that her tears and all she was doing were ex¬ 
pressions of her love. Many sins are forgiven her because she 
has loved much. After Peter's denial of Jesus, this is what Jesus 
demands of him: an expression of Jove. “Simon, son of John, 
do you love me more than all else?" This is precisely what re¬ 
pentance is all about, and if we would be keenly aware of this 
we would be spared all the discouragement and sadness and 
even excessive fear of God that many people feel when they 
dwell on their sinfulness and seek the grace of repentance. I 
advise you to spend some time with Our Lord after Lhis confer¬ 
ence, a time of repentance in which you just Lcll him again 
and again as Peter did, "Lord, you know all things, you know I 
love you." 

This brings me to another eharacterisdc of the Christian 
God I was speaking of earlier, as opposed to the God of reason 
and all other gods; a characteristic of the good news that Jesus 
preached, as opposed to the tenets of rational, sober religion. 
The characteristic is this: for Jesus, even though to sin is the 
greatest conceivable evil, to be a sinner is a value. Hate sin 
with all your heart and avoid it. But if you have sinned and 
(this is important) repent, then you have reason to rejoice, be¬ 
cause there is greater joy in heaven over the sinner who re¬ 
pents than over ninety-nine who have no need of repentance. 
Who can understand this kind of madness? The kind of mad¬ 
ness that seizes the Church when, on the vigil of Easter, she 
speaks of the sin of Adam as a “necessary sin t ” as a “happy 
fault,” because it brought us our savior Jesus Christ. The 
Church is only echoing what St. Paul says to Lhc Romans. 
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Where sin abounded, grace superabounded. He obviously sees 
the value c>r our having sinned. Then he draws the logical con¬ 
clusion from this idea. Why not sin deliberately so that we 
shall receive even more grace? And he recoils from this con¬ 
clusion in horror. God forbid, he says. We arc dealing here 
with a mystery that is beyond the comprehension of the hu¬ 
man mind. It is important to maintain the truth of both these 
opposites. Hate sin. And, if you have sinned and repented, 
consider yourself very lucky indeed because grace is going to 
be poured into you in superabundant measure, The repentant 
sinner (the sinner who returns to God in love) draws God to 
himself with greater force than a magnet. God finds him not 
loathsome, but irresistible. That is the good news. The other 
stuff about being sorry and making atonement for our sins 
isn't good news at all. It is stale news. We knew it all along 
without the benefit ofjesus* proclamation. 

The Excessive Fear of God 

Excessive fear of God is another bad effect of meditation on 
our sinfulness when it isn't properly made: an excessive fear of 
God and of his punishment, I am impressed by the vast num¬ 
ber of Christians, even and especially priests, who arc full of 
fear of God, They are still trapped within a religion of law, 
twenty centuries after Jesus preached a God who was love itself 
and a liberation from the burden of the law. These are not 
necessarily scrupulous people, and often they are not even 
conscious of this fear that rules their spiritual lives. But their 
dealings with God are characterised by one big round of du¬ 
ties. If Lhere is ever any danger of death, the first thing they 
will want to do is rush to confession—the sacrament of recon¬ 
ciliation is used by them for purposes that are totally alien to 
the mentality of Jesus: to get a guarantee that will allow them to 
stand before God blameless, to “protect" themselves from God 
and his judgment It has never occurred to them how repug¬ 
nant is the very notion that Christians, no matter how sinful, 
should seek to protect Lhemselves from their heavenly Father, 
The underlying fear that prompted so many priests to say their 
breviary in the old days is a good example of this, (As is also 
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ihe fear Lhai brought and still brings many Catholics to mass 
on Sunday—and then we violently reject any accusation Lhat 
our religion is a religion of law. fully a match for die religion 
of the Pharisees that Jesus attacked in his teachings). It was be¬ 
lieved in the old days LhaL to omit even one of the small hours 
of the breviary was a mortal sin (meaning, your heavenly 
Father would throw you into hell for that offense—and don’t 
come to argue with ine after this conference, because 1 know 
all the arguments about the fruit being a small thing, but the 
disobedience of Adam and Eve being the really criminal thing, 
I am perfectly aware how, in our neurotic desire to control 
people by increasing the number of mortal sins, we allowed 
our reason to draw the most absurd “logical" conclusions). 
One victim of this old mentality was a priest who prayed faith¬ 
fully for twenty years of his priestly life, never omitting his bre¬ 
viary or his meditation or his examination of conscience. But 
there was such a joylessness in his prayer and his dealings with 
God in general, i le once said to me sadly, “I sometimes get 
the irrational feeling that if there were no commandments, I 
would Im: a saint. I’d feel so free and liberated—and [ know I 
would keep everyone of those commandments spontane¬ 
ously." 1 was reminded of a Jesuit friend of mine who told me 
that he never realized how much he enjoyed study until he en¬ 
tered the religious life. At home he had a mother who nagged 
him so much inLo study that he was “forced" to do under con¬ 
straint and with disLasLe what he would have done with real rel¬ 
ish anti enjoyment had he been left free. I am also reminded 
of another Jesuit, a seminarian, who was a very fervent person, 
a kind of model religious, but who seemed perpetually sad, in¬ 
spite of his, to me, artifical attempts at jollity. One day, in a 
moment of deep insight, the root of his sadness was un¬ 
earthed. He found himself saying to this God whom he was 
serving with all his heart and soul, “(kid, 1 really hate you. You 
are a kill-joy. I just cannot enjoy life while you are around. You 
won’t allow me. You won’t leave me free." There is (or at least 
has been) something very, very, very wrong with our under¬ 
standing of Jesus and his message. 

To deal with this neurotic fear of God we need another un¬ 
derstanding of law and its place in our life. I am not advocat- 
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ing the abolition of law, but another understanding of it. The 
problem is not the demands thaL the law makes. (People who 
want to rid themselves of the demands of Lhe law and live un¬ 
der the Spirit in the hope that they will then be able lg live 
comfortably ever after, have no notion at all of the pains Lhat 
freedom brings and of the loving demands Lhat Lhe Spirit 
makes—far greater than anything that law would ever dream 
of]} So the problem is not the demands lhat the law makes. It 
is law in as much as it breeds fear and in as much as it binds 
and renders us incapable to serving God Freely. So a fresh un¬ 
derstanding of the law is necessary if we arc to respond in love 
and freedom to the God whom Jesus proclaimed. 

There’s something else that is necessary: a better under¬ 
standing of God’s love for us, a love that is unconditional. 
Have you observed the Lype of love a good mother has for her 
children? She doesn't love them because they are good- She 
loves them because they arc her children. She obviously wants 
them to be good, she wanes them to improve. A mother whose 
son is a criminal will want him to give up his evil ways. But, be¬ 
ing a mother, she doesn't cease to love him. She will not say* 
“First slop being a criminal and then I will love you." She says, 
“I hate your criminal ways, but I still love you very intensely be¬ 
cause you are my son.” If there is any hope of the boy chang¬ 
ing, iL is because of this unconditional love of his mother for 
him. Do we dare to think that this is the way God loves us? 

Scripture scholars tell us of the difference between the mes- 
sages of the Old Testament and the New. Put crudely* in the 
Old Testament God said, if you are good and obedient* I shall 
be kind to you; if you are rebellious, I shall be angry with you 
and destroy you. Jesus shows us a different God* so to speak, 
one who is good to saints and sinners alike, who gives to both 
the benefits of his rain and his sunshine and his love. God’s 
love is not limited to those people who fulfil certain condi¬ 
tions, any more than a mother’s love is limited to those chil¬ 
dren who keep all Lhe rules she imposes. To preach this kind 
of God, as Jesus did, is a very dangerous business. People will 
tend to take advantage of his goodness. But that is Lhe way 
with all love: it takes the risk, it leaves itself vulnerable to being 
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taken advantage oT—how else will it win the love of the other? 
And this is the risk that Jesus was ready to take and did indeed 
take when he showed us the true nature of his Father, 

When 1 was a novice, our novice master would say to us, 
“The red letter day in your spiritual life will come, not when 
you believe that you love God, but when you realize that he 
loves you!" Many years of experience (experience of others 
and my own) have shown me how right he was, WhaL a trans- 
formation occurs in our lives, how rapidly we begin to change, 
when we realize how much and how unconditionally he loves 
and accepts Ust l read of a Protestant pastor who seemed to 
have the charism of mediating an encounter with ChrisL pre¬ 
cisely through mediating to the other person die experience 
of Christ's unconditional love. Someone would say to him, "I’d 
like to meet Christ. How and where can I meet him?” This pas- 
tor would take this person to some quiet place where they 
were not likely to be disturbed and say something like this to 
him or her (1 am giving you the details as nearly as I can re¬ 
member them because I am going to recommend that you do 
the same tiling for yourselves laLer), “1 want you lo close your 
eyes and listen carefully lo what I say; Jesus Christ, the Risen 
Lord, is present here with us. Do you believe this?” After a pe¬ 
riod of silence the person would reply, “Yes, I believe this." 
“Now listen Lo something that may be harder for you to be¬ 
lieve,” the pastor would continue, “listen carefully; Jesus 
Christ, the Risen Lord, loves and accepts you just as you are. 
You don’t have to change. You don't have to become bcLter. 
You don't even have to get out of your sin. You don't have to 
do this in order to get his love. You have it already, right now, 
in whatever condition you are. In fact, we know how intense 
his love is for us precisely because he loves us when we are sin¬ 
ners and is even ready to die for us. Do you believe this?" A 
much longer pause occurs generally before Lhe person says, 
“Yes. 1 believe Lhat Jesus who is here loves me just as I am." 
"Then, 1 * says the pastor, "say something to Jesus. Say it aloud.” 
The person doesn’t pray for long before grasping the pastor's 
hand and saying, “You are right. He is here! E can sense his 
preseneel" 
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I am not recommending this as an infallible way tor mediat¬ 
ing the experience of Christ’s presence to everyone. This may 
have been a special charism possessed by this pastor. However. 
I have recommended this exercise to people with very, very 
good results. I remember offering this exercise to a large 
group of nearly lwo hundred seminarians and priests in re¬ 
treat during a 1 loly Hour service on the eve of the Feast of the 
Sacred Heart. 1 told them to take a few minutes to remind 
themselves of the presence of the Risen Lord there in the 
chapel, then to spend some time in letting Lhe other truth sink 
in—that Jesus loves and accepts all of us just as wc are—and 
then to pour their hearts, out to the Lord in loving prayer. 
Many of them told me that it was certainly the most effective 
prayer they made in that whole retreaL One community of sis¬ 
ters practiced this exercise as a group and Lold me that it 
brought them extraordinary spiritual graces. 

Inspite of a deep-rooted reluctance I have For giving cre¬ 
dence to visions and revelations, not excluding the revelations 
pertaining to the devotion to the Heart of Christ made to 
Margaret Mary, I am a great believer in the efficacy of this de¬ 
votion and am willing to accept these revelations as an in¬ 
stance of the gift of prophecy that Christ continues to exercise 
in order to communicate with his Church down the centuries. 
He is reported to have said that those who practice this devo¬ 
tion will experience untold benefits in their spiritual lives— 
sinners will be given the grace of conversion, saints will make 
extraordinary progress in holiness. Priests and others who 
propagate this devotion are told that they will experience in 
their apostolate fruits beyond their wildest expectations. All of 
this makes perfect sense to me. Please do not confuse devo¬ 
tion to the Heart of Christ with the many devotions that have 
been inflicted upon us—tiresome and sentimental as so many 
of Lhcm were. Do not even confuse it with the symbol of the 
pierced heart, which appeals to some and disgusts others. The 
essence of this devotion, as I see it, is to accept that love which 
the Father has for us in Christ, to accept the fact that Jesus 
loves us unconditionally, that he is love itself. If you accept this 
truth in your own life and help others to accept it, you cannot 
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but experience extraordinary results in your own spiritual life 
and in your aposlolaie, 

We often ask ourselves, "What have I done for Christ? What 
shall 1 do Tor Christ?" Rarely do we realize that the finest thing 
we could do for him is believe in his love for us. Have you ever 
had Lhc experience of someone you love very much saying to 
you, “I cannot quite believe that you really love me?" If you 
have, then you will know that what wc want most from those 
we love, more than all the service they can offer us, is that they 
believe in our love, that they love us in return and that they 
value this love that we arc offering them. This, to me, is what 
the devotion to the Sacred Heart is all about. How badly the 
world is i n need of it today! 

Experiencing Christ as a Demand 

This is the final danger involved in the meditation on re¬ 
pentance and on our sinfulness. Christ is frequently experi¬ 
enced by people as a demand long before he is experienced as 
a gift. And the call to repentance frequently heightens this 
sense that Christ is a demand, the demanding God, always ask¬ 
ing for more and more and more, insatiable, never satisfied, 
no matter how much one gives or does. 

This is best illustrated, I think, by the prayer someone once 
made. It ran something like this, “Lord, I want to receive your 
Holy Spirit But I am afraid to ask you for him, because I am 
afraid of the demands he will make on me. Help me, Lord to 
overcome my fears.” I was more than a little scandalized by 
this prayer. And the tragedy is that this prayer is one that many 
others share in: the fear of coming too close to God, the fear 
of his demands on m. The Holy Spirit is the Father’s gift to 
us—and we are afraid of this gift! Wc are afraid of the strings 
that will be attached to this gift when it comes! 

Imagine a loving Father bringing toys home for his chil¬ 
dren. He walks in eagerly, unwraps the toys and offers them to 
the kids—who stand back, fearful to accept the toys. They 
know their father; this is a bribe; he’s going Lo make demands 
on them afterwards; Lhey will have to pay the price for the joy 
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these toys bring. They’d rather not have the toys. Isn't this the 
way we treat our heavenly Father? We can hardly bring our¬ 
selves to believe that the offers he makes to us come without 
any strings attached, that all he wants is our happiness and 
peace. 

Perhaps we are not entirely to blame for this. We have been 
brought up to believe that Cod is a demanding God rather 
than a loving Father who loves us unconditionally. The best 
way to correct that notion is to stop measuring up to the de¬ 
mands, real or imaginary, that we think Cod is making on us. 
Do not give in to Lhe demands of the beloved, give in only to 
the demands of the love in your own heari_ If you ignore the 
love in your own heart and strive to give more than you have 
the love for, you will end up by either feeling guilty or resent¬ 
ful. Far from increasing your love, Lhis will make it diminish. 

This will become clear if I give you an example. Let us ima¬ 
gine a boy* John, who is passionately in love tvith Mary. In an 
excess of love he will sometimes forego lunch and, wiLh his 
lunch money, buy flowers to present to Mary in the evening. 
Love does crazy things like this. Love even grows on gestures 
like these. Now imagine that Henry' comes to me for help be¬ 
cause he is finding it hard to feel love for his wife, Jane. And I 
say to him, “Why don’t you imitate John? Forego your lunch 
and with the money you save buy flowers for jane." Instead of 
recapturing this love for Jane, he is only likely to build up a re¬ 
sentment against her. Slavishly imitating the behavior of a 
lover without possessing those inner dispositions is no formula 
for becoming a loner oneself. You can see the danger involved 
in our telling our novices to imitate the behavior of the saints 
when they do not as yet have in their hearts the love of God 
that inspired that behavior. We sometimes urge them on in 
the fond hope that the behavior will automatically produce 
the love. But there is no evidence for this at all; quite the con¬ 
trary. They are likely to end up discouraged and to give the 
whole thing up. 

God never demands of you more than what the love you 
feel for him in you heart demands. If you want to do the great 
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deeds that die saints did for him, then ask him to pour into 
your heart the love that the saints had for him. As your love 
for him grows, so will your ability to give yourself to him cheer¬ 
fully. Clod loves a cheerful giver. Constraint and force do not 
last very long. A priest once said to me, ^ne morning at med¬ 
itation, I realized as never before that God loves me uncondi¬ 
tionally. 1 think I made more progress in that one day than I 
did in twenty years of living up to God’s demands, or what ) 
thought were Clod's demands on me,” Very true. Ask Jesus to 
give you the experience of his love for you. Your generosity in 
doing great things for him will then take care of itself; it will 
follow automatically. 
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The Social Aspect of Sin 


In this brief conference I want to speak to you of an aspect 
of sin that appeals to the modern mind. In former days saints 
were deeply moved to contrition at the contemplation of 
Christ on the Cross and the Lhoughl that it is sin, their sin, 
that had crucified him. Today I think people are more moved 
at the crucifixion of Christ that goes on today as a result of sin. 

Am I Responsible for 
My Brother's and Sister’s Suffering? 

It is our belief that all suffering has come inLo this world as 
a result of sin. And the more sin there is, the more suffering. 
Jesus is on his cross today again in the person of his brothers 
and sisters: Lhe victims of injustice, the sick, the emotionally 
ill. Just as I could stand in front of the crucified Christ and say, 
“My sin has done this,” so I can stand before anyone who is 
suffering today and say, “My sin has done this,” That is the rea¬ 
son why we confessed our sin not only to God but also to our 
brothers and sisters. It is not God alone that we hurt by our 
sin, but the whole mystical body. Father Teilhard puts it well. 
He says, “Strike the bronze gong in one place and the whole 
gong reverberates." For beLLcr or for worse, we are all part of 
one body; if one member of the body is diseased the rest of 
the body suffers too. 
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Someone once told the Hindu saint, Swami Ramdas, that an 
agnostic man in Lhe West had said, "I do not believe in God. If 
I did, I would seek him out and strangle him for all the suffer¬ 
ing he has caused in the world." Ram das replied, “If 1 were lo 
meet this man, I would gently place his hands at his throat and 
say, go ahead; here is the one who is causing the suffering; 
strangle him." It is customary for us today to blame the evils in 
the world and the Church on others. It isn T t really the liberals 
or the conservatives who are to blame for the turmoil and con¬ 
fusion in the Church. It isn’t the capitalists and the eornmu- 
nisis who are responsible for Lhe suffering and the injustice in 
Lhe world. It is sin. My sin. If we would eradicate sin t we would 
eradicate suffering. 

If we accept this truth, we will sec how important it is to 
work for the eradication of sin in the world. We have plunged 
wholeheartedly into the work of eradicating hunger and un¬ 
employment and disease and illiteracy. Excellent! This is a 
work of c ompassion. This is what our Christian love demands 
of u^. If we arc cold hearted towards our suffering and under¬ 
privileged brothers and sisters, our preaching is meaningless, 
we do not have Christ's love in our hearts. 

But we may never forget that in doing this work it is the 
symptoms that we are tackling; we have also to work on the 
root- An anaesthetic will kill the pain that a cancer patient 
feels; it will not kill the cancer. No more will the eradication of 
hunger and disease and illiteracy kill the cancer of selfishness 
at ilit: root of all these evils. Witness the nations of the West 
where some of these symptoms have been successfully eradi¬ 
cated. Are they happier, more selfless, more loving? In lact, is 
there less suffering Liter c than in Lhe underdeveloped coun¬ 
tries? We have achieved little if we have not come to grips with 
the problem of selfishness and sin. 

It is easier to understand now why Jesus seemed to pay such 
Mule attention to die social and political problems of his time 
and to give so much importance to sin and Lhe forgiveness of 
sir. A very social-minded seminarian who worked among the 
refugees of Bangladesh came back from those scenes of misery' 
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and starvation and said to me, “I have realized that the great¬ 
est evil in the world is not that a man should die oT hunger. 
That is a painful death, no doubt; but people die equally pain¬ 
ful deaths, T imagine, in affluent societies when they die of 
cancer, and modern medicine is unable to kill the pain. No, 
the really horrible thing is not the pain of starvation; the horri¬ 
ble thing is the callousness and indilferencc of the man who 
could help his starving brother and will not." The horror of 
selfishness and of sin! 

The social apostolatc is thought of today as being work to 
Uplift the poor, Lhe eradication of social injustice. We rarely 
think of the work a priest does in the confessional and in the 
proclamation of the W r ord as being social apostolatc, Wc are 
losing sight of Lhe importance of reconciling sinners to Cod 
May not this be part of the identity crisis that so many priests 
are undergoing today, the crisis 1 spoke of Loyou at the begin¬ 
ning of this conference? It is frequently a crisis or superficial¬ 
ity. It springs from the belief that the primary task of Lhe priest 
in the modern world is involvement-—involvement in revolu¬ 
tion, politics, and social uplift. By these standards Jesus was 
very ‘‘uninvolved.* He never gives the impression that he is pri¬ 
marily concerned with the social and political issues of his 
limes; quite to the contrary, he stubbornly refuses to allow 
himself to be drawn into them. 

The modern priest, like Jesus, must concern himself primar¬ 
ily with preaching the good news. Let him work by all means, 
in education and social uplift. But let him not fail to proclaim 
repentance to humankind, calling on them to admit that they 
are sinners, and to accept God's gracious love. 1 am reminded 
here of a saying of John Wesley, the founder of the 
Methodists: “Give me a hundred men * he said, “Who desire 
nothing but God and fear nothing but sin, and T shall shake 
the gates of hell and establish the kingdom of God on earth. 1 " 
That sentence could lend itself to a very fruitful exercise of 
prayer. Make a list, in God's presence, of all the things you de¬ 
sire. Does God come first on the list? Of all things you fear and 
hate, does sin come first? If they do, you certainly have the 
grace of repentance in great abundance! 
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Confession 

I would like to say a few words at Lhe end of this conference 
on what we have traditionally called the sacrament of con¬ 
fession. I prefer the word used by modern authors, the sacra¬ 
ment of reconciliation, Or the sacrament of repentance. Many 
retreatants in the past have Lold me that receiving this sacra- 
meriL has been a great help, even a turning poinL, in their re¬ 
treat. It might do for you what it has done for them. 

Priests have sometimes told me that they hardly ever receive 
this sacrament because it brings no improvement in their lives, 
’‘What's die use of confessing the same old sins and defects 
time after time? There seems to be no improvement, and I 
feel like a hypocrite. If I were sincere in my repentance, those 
sins should disappear, shouldn’t they?" 

I he assumption here is that the primary aim of this sacra¬ 
ment is Lite removal of sins and defects, an assumption I do 
not agree with. The primary aim of this sacrament is reconcili¬ 
ation wiLh God, a deeper union with Christ, a fresh infusion of 
the power of the Holy Spirit. And so, the dispositions with 
which we approach this sacrament arc more important than 
that list of sins we confess, and these graces I have just men¬ 
tioned arc more important than the removal of defects. Christ 
may will us to have these defects all our lives so that his powder 
may shine out in our weakness. They will not prevent us from 
growing in holiness or from getting the spiritual treasures this 
sacrament offers. 

If we are to draw profit from Lhis sacrament, we must ap¬ 
proach it with proper dispositions. So far there has been a con¬ 
cern, an over-concern, to examine our consciences and make 
as accurate a list of our sins as possible. This is of secondary 
importance compared with the dispositions 1 am going to enu¬ 
merate now. 

The first Lhing we must do is forgive others all the wrong 
others have done us, Jesus brings this out forcefully in the par¬ 
able of the unforgiving servant (Matthew IS), and also in the 
Sermon on the Mount when he says, 
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IF, when you are bringing your gift to the altar, you suddenly remem¬ 
ber that your brother has a grievance against you, leave your gift 
where it is before the altar. First go and make your peace with your 
brother, and only then come hack and offer your gift. ... This is how 
you should pray: Our Father in heaven , , . forgive us the wrong we 
have done, as we have Forgiven those who have wronged uj,,, . For if 
you forgive others the wrongs they have done, your heavenly Father 
will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive othera , then (he wrongs 
you have done will not be forgiven by your Father. 

Matthew 5:33-24; 6:14-15 

Finally, in Mark 11:25 he says, 

And when you stand praying, if you have a grievance against anyone, 
forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you the wrongs 
you have done. 

In a previous conference I have dealt with this topic of for¬ 
giving our brothers and sisters the wrongs they have done us 
and suggested some exercises in prayer for this purpose. You 
may want to use one or other of these exercises as a prepara¬ 
tion for the sacrament of reconciliation. 

Another disposition we must bring to this sacrament is the 
acknowledgment of our sinfulness. This was Jesus' complaint 
against the Pharisees, They would not see their sinfulness and 
their need of him. The parable oF the pharisee and the pub¬ 
lican (Luke 18) is a clear example of this. So are Jesus’ words 
to the Pharisees in Matthew 9:12-13: “It is not the healthy that 
need a doctor, but the sick, ... I did not come to invite virtu¬ 
ous people, but sinners ” See how Paul insists on this same dis¬ 
position in Romans, Chapters 2 and 3. St.John does the same: 

If we claim to be sinless, we are self-deceived and strangers to die 
truth. If we confess our sins, he is just, and may be trusted to forgive 
our sins and cleanse us from every kind of wrong; but if we say we have 
committed no sin, we make him out to be a liar, and then his word 
has no place in us. 

1 John 1:8-10 
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And in the Book of Revelation, John puts these words into the 
mouth ofjesus. 

You say, How rich 1 am! And how well I have done! 1 have every thing 
I warn in the world," In fact, though you do not know it, you are the 
most pitii'u! wretch, pour, blind, and naked. So l advise you to buy 
from me gold refined in the fire, to make you truly rich, and while 
clothes to put on to hide the shame of your nakedness, and ointment 
Tor your eyes so LhaL you may see,... Be on your mettle and repent 

Revelation 3:17-19 

Vet another disposition we must bring to this sacrament is a 
great love for Jesus and a great desire to see him. I have dealt 
with this theme when I spoke earlier about the meaning of re¬ 
pentance. Remember the demand that Jesus makes of the 
Church of Ephesus that it come back to its curly Love 
(Revelation 2:1-5); the eager longing of Zacchaeus (Luke 19); 
Lhe loving tears of the woman of Magdala (Luke 7) and Peter's 
confession of love forjesus (John 21). 

One final disposition to bring to this sacrament is a belief in 
Jesus' great desire to forgive us. He brings this out forcefully in 
his parables of the loving father, the lost coin, the lost sheep 
(Luke 15) and in his words in the book of Revelation: "Here I 
stand knocking at the door; if anyone hears my voice and 
opens the door, I will come in and sit down to supper with 
him and he with me" (Revelation 5:20), Anyone! No matter 
how sinful you are. All you need do is hear his voice and open 
the door to him! 

Having spoken of these dispositions, let me suggest a way of 
receiving this sacrament during this retreat that others have 
found helpful and LhaL you may want to try. For one thing, you 
may wish to sit down rather than kneel if you think this will 
help you to be more at ease and to speak at greater leisure. 

You may begin by thanking God for some of the graces he 
has given you. Doing this before the priest is a witness before 
the Church's representative of your gratitude to God who has 
been so good to you. Gratitude will also dispose you to a 
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greater realization of God T s love for you and to a deeper expe¬ 
rience of repentance. 

After you have mentioned your sins, I suggest you ask tor 
healing in some areas of your life. Mention any illness, physi¬ 
cal, emotional, or spiritual that you wish the Lord to cure you 
of. The forgiveness of sins was linked by the Lord with healing 
and the sacrament of reconciliation is also a sacrament of heal¬ 
ing. The reason why we do not experience this more fre¬ 
quently is that we do not expect iL lo occur. Together with 
healing you will frequently notice a fresh upsurge of spiritual 
power in you as a result of receiving this sacrament* For, with 
the forgiveness of sins, we are also given a fresh infusion of the 
Holy Spirit* 

Then, if the priest agrees, you and he could spend a brief 
while in prayer, silent or vocal, asking thaL through the power 
of the absolution you are going to receive, the Lord may heal 
you and give you renewed strength in his service. 

I trust that when you receive the sacrament of reconciliation 
during this retreat, the Lord will reveal to you die power that 
he has placed in it and that he gives so generously to those 
who accept this sacrament with faith and devotion. 
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The Benedictine 
Method of Prayer 

In the previous conferences I have often given you passages 
from Scripture for meditation and reflection, I should now 
like to offer you a method of using Scripture in your prayer, a 
way of converting the scripture passages into prayer. This is a 
method of prayer that has come to be known as Live 
Bcncdiedne Method because it was popularized by St, 
Benedict; ll has been in use in the Church for centuries. You 
will probably find it extremely useful, particularly if you tend 
to be distracted easily in prayer and don’t know what to do 
with yourself when distractions come. 

There are three stages in this method of prayer: Lectio, 
Mcditatio* and Oratio. Lectio is the lectio dhnna , the reading. 
You begin by reading a passage from Scripture or from some 
spiritual book. I advise you not to take to prayer any book that 
you haven’t previously read. There is the danger that you will 
be carried away by curiosity (which can sometimes be a subtle 
form of laziness) and spend most of your time in reading 
rather than in praying. Let’s suppose you have begun by read¬ 
ing a passage from Scripture or from a book like The Imitation 
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of Christ You keep on reading until you come to a sentence or 
phrase that appeals to you. You art: reading, let us say John 7: 

On the Last iTid gre&LesLday of the festival Jesus stood and cried aloud, 

"If anyone is thirsty let him come to me; whoever believes in me, let 
hLm drink. As Scripture says, 'Streams of living water shall flow out 
from within him.’" 

Those words of Jesus appeal to you. Then this is the place to 
stop your reading, to end the Lectio and move on to 
Meditatio, the meditation. 

Meditation is done with one’s mouth, not wiLh one's mind. 
This is not a matter of reflection and discursive thought but a 
repetition of these words eiLher vocally or mentally. When the 
psalmist says in Psalm 118 that he will constantly meditate on 
the law of God and that he finds this law sweet to his tongue, 
sweeter than honey and the honeycomb, he isn't just talking 
of reflection on the law, but also of ceaseless repetition of the 
words of the law, So this is what you must do with those words 
you have chosen. Recite them interiorly and relish them while 
you recite them wiLhout stopping to make any deep reflection 
upon them. You will do something like this: “If any are thirsty, 
let Lhem come to me . , . If any are thirsty, let them come to 
me . ♦ . If any are thirsty let them come to me , *, * As you go 
along you will tend to emphasize some words over others and 
your sentence will grow shorter: "Any. *, Any,. , Any. .. r or, 
"Gome to me . . . Come to me ... Gome to me . . * " Keep on 
repeating these words as long as the repetition brings you sa¬ 
vor and relish. Then stop and enter the third phase, the ora 
tin, the phase of prayer. 

As you keep on repealing those words a time will come 
when you will want to stop and dwell on them silently or say 
something to the Lord. This is what the orctfio is. You may say 
something like, “Lord, are you making this olTer to anyone? 
Just anyone, with no distinction between saints and sinners? 
Then I am coming to you with great confidence.” Or, "How 
right you are, Lord, lhat the place to come to when our heart 
is thirsty is you. I wish I had done it more frequently in my life, 
I should have been a happier person. But I’m coming now," 
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Or, 'This jusl doesn’t make sense to me Lord. How arc you go¬ 
ing to slake our [hirst? How often I have come to you in the 
past, and I’m still thirsty. What do these words of yours mean? 
Tell me." Or, as I said before, you will not want to speak to the 
Lord but just be silent in his presence, letting those words sink 
into you, letting yourself rest lovingly in the presence of the 
Lord who has said those words. 

This is an ideal way of reciting the Psalms. There are hun¬ 
dreds of sentences in the Psalms where we will want to rest and 
nourish ourselves. I advise you to do this when you recite your 
breviary. So many priests are more concerned with getting 
through their morning or evening prayer than with really pray¬ 
ing. Why not do this? If you normally take fifteen minutes for 
your morning prayer, Lhen don't force yourself to finish Lhc 
prayer within that time. Dwell lovingly on any phrase that 
leads you to prayer in the Psalms or hymns or scripture read¬ 
ing that you find in the breviary. And, having done this foT fif¬ 
teen minutes, end your morning prayer. You will not have “fin¬ 
ished" your morning prayer, but you will have prayed. You will 
not have kept the letter of the law but you will have observed 
the spirit. That is what the Church wants the priest to do: to 
really pray, not just cover a certain number of pages each day. 

While 1 am on this subject, I want to say something about 
another form of prayer that is attributed to St. John 
Commacus, the great Greek master. He is reputed lo have ini¬ 
tiated dozens of monks into the art of prayer by this simple 
method of his. He would get them to take a prayer formula, 
the lord’s Prayer, for instance, and to recite h with perfect at¬ 
tention, slowly, mindful of what they were saying and to whom 
they were saying the words. Let’s suppose you begin to say the 
Our Father and are attending to each word you are saying and 
to the fact that it is the Father you are addressing. “Our. * And 
let’s suppose that at this point your mind begins to wander. 
Then, when you realize you are wandering, bring your mind 
back to the words at which it began to wander. “Your kingdom 
come . . . Your kingdom come ...” And keep at it until you 
say these words too with attention. Then move on, “Your will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven," etc. It doesn't matter 
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whether you fee! devotion or not while you are reciting this 
prayer. The important thing is that you say it attentively* The 
devotion will come of itself. 

St. Ignatius of Loyola recommends yet another method, 
which combines meditation with vocal prayer. Here you dwell 
on each word you are saying, but take time out to reflect on 
the meaning of each word. What does Father mean? Why do 
we call God, "Father"? Why do we use the word “our” when we 
say *Our Father’? In Lhe Hail Holy Queen, 1 could ask myself, 
why do we call Mary “Queen"? Whose Queen is she? In what 
sense is she a queen? We call her Holy Queen, In what sense is 
she Holy? What is the meaning of holiness? And so with the 
other words, Our Ufe, our sweetness, our hope, etc. Once you have 
done this with a prayer, you will find that the whole prayer 
comes alive when you recite it You may try this method with 
prayers that you frequently say the Our Father, the Hail Mary, 
the Glory be, grace before and after meals, the prayers of the 
Mass, 

These are simple ways of praying—too simple for some of 
us, but very effective if we are to make progress in the art of 
prayer, I have told you already how I learned from Father 
Caiveras that vocal prayer properly made can be the ante¬ 
chamber to mysticism. This was very much Lhe leaching of St, 
Teresa and the other saints who used very simple forms of 
prayer. In fact, it is a sign of progress in prayer when our 
prayer moves from the realm of Lhe mind and comes to the 
heart, when it becomes more simple and more affective. St, 
Teresa was a great advocate for praying with the heart rather 
than the mind. She says she could never do much thinking in 
her prayer; she would be immediately distracted; so much so 
that for years she never dared lg go to prayer without having a 
book with her, so that she could lean upon it whenever she 
need to, to deal with her distractions. But she looks upon this 
proneness of her mind to wander as a real blessing because 
she was forced to pray with her heart She would spend her 
time loving God rather than thinking of him. It is to this that 
she attributes the great progress she made in prayer. 
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This is what she says in her Interior Castle of the Soul: “I 
only want you to be warned that if you would make much 
progress in the area and ascend lo the mansions of your 
choice, the important thing is not to think much but to love 
much,” And in her Way of Perfection she says; “There are 
some who think that the whole thing lies in thought and if 
they cannot think they feel they arc wasting their time." 

Unfortunately, in our prayer lives, we cultivate our minds 
far more diligently than our hearts. This is one of the chief 
reasons why we draw such little benefit from prayer. The mind 
is obviously needed for prayer. We need it to grasp God's 
word, to listen to what God has to say to us. But merely being 
occupied with some truth or reflection will not nourish and 
strengthen us. If we are to come into contact with God we 
need the heart. In fact we need the heart even for understand¬ 
ing the wisdom regarding the truths of God that the mind 
alone cannot give us. Let us think, by all means, but let us not 
give most of our prayer time to thought; it shouldn’t be long 
before we quieten our minds, cease from our thinking and 
awaken our hearts to love God, to resL in his loving presence, 
to trust in him, worship him, unite ourselves with him. And for 
this I trust you will find some of these simple methods of 
prayer I have suggested in this conference very useful, 
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The Kingdom of Christ 


In the last conference I offered you the theme of repen¬ 
tance for your prayer and meditation, I should like to oiler 
you another theme today, once again developing an idea from 
Jesus’ first sermons: "Repent and believe the gospel* for the 
kingdom of Cod is at hand/ 

After repenting and turning from ourselves to God, after a 
change of heart and mind, we ask as St. Paul did, “Lord what 
do you want me to do for you?" And the answer we receive 
from him is: "Believe the gospel. Come follow me. Be my 
disciple. For the kingdom of Cod is at hand.” So there is a 
kingdom. And there is a king] T his is the theme I should like 
to offer you now. 

Right at the beginning of the Gospels we find this theme of 
the kingship of Christ, The angel says to Mary, “He will be 
great; he will bear the title ‘Son of the Most High’; the Lord 
Cod will give him the throne of his ancestor David, and he will 
be king over Israel for ever; his reign shall never end.” We are 
told here clearly thaLjesus is king and that he will reign as king. 

So we search the Gospels to find this kingship of Christ, and 
for a long time we search in vain. We discover the preacher, 
the wonder-worker, the friend of sinners. But of the king 
there is no trace at all. In fact, he is constantly avoiding the 
title when people want to give it to him, and he seems to be 
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frequently covering up the fact that he is ihe Messiah, whom 
the Jews looked upon as a kind of religious king. We Finally 
stumble upon him in the pretorium and hear him saying these 
words lo Pilate: ‘'Yes, I am a king. My kingdom is not of this 
world" (John 18). Here he says it openly, "I am a king,” 'When, 
he is a prisoner and helpless, he chooses to openly proclaim 
his kingship. We find him hailed as king again on the cross- 
Jesus of Nazareth, King of the jews—and when he is bullied 
and ridiculed by the soldiers who kneel before him mockingly 
and say* “Hail, King” and slap him or spit upon him. “My king¬ 
dom is not of this world!” What a perfect image of Christ’s 
kingship that is: him sitting there, a prisoner being made fun 
of* a mock crown on his head, a mock scepter in his hands, a 
mock robe of purple on his shoulders, and mock subjects 
kneeling before him in scorn and ridicule! 

] suggest that you dwell on Lhis scene in your prayer today, 
It will tell you a great deal about the naLure of this king and 
his kingdom. And while you dwell on this scene, listen to those 
haunting words of his: The Messiah was bound to suffer thus 
before entering his glory" (Luke 24:25), Or take Matthew 
I6:20ff., which eloquently tells the secret of Christ’s kingship. 
Peter has just made his confession that Jesus is the Messiah. 
Once Jesus sees that his heavenly Father has revealed to Peter 
that he is the Messiah, he begins to instruct diem on the 
meaning of his messiahship, his kingship, lest they think of 
this title in a worldly way. 

From that time Jesus began lo make it clear to his disciples that he 
had lo go to Jerusalem, and there to suffer much from the elders, 
chief priests, and lawyers; w> be put to death and to be raised again on 
the third day. At this Peter look him by the arm and began lO rebuke 
him: “Heaven forbid!* he said. “No, Lord, this shall never happen lo 
you * t hen Jesus Lumcd and said io Peter, “Away with you, Satan] you 
are a stumbling block lo me. You think as men think, not a.% God 
thinks!’ 

Peter simply couldn’t make any sense of this kind of king- 
ship. And the violence of Jesus’ reaction seems to point to the 
fact that he himself was tempted by Satan. It was probably 
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hard for him too, to make sense out of this kind of kingship, 
Lo Lhink as Cod Lhinks, not as human beings think. He too was 
human, after all, and must have rebelled against the Lhought 
that this salvation he was going to offer the world would be of¬ 
fered in an obscure, underdeveloped country where he 
wouldn’t even be recognized by his own and where he would 
die on the cross unable to come down and make good the 
claim that he was the son of God—in other words, that he 
would be a glorious failure and a Laughing stock to the people 
who really mattered. Wasn’t this what the devil was taunting 
him about and templing him with when he was in Lhc desen? 
To save the world in a somewhat more sensible way, a way that 
made better sense lo those who dunk as human beings think 
rather Lhan as God thinks? Rul Jesus successfully overcame 
those temptations, WhaL he said does noL apply only to him¬ 
self, but to everyone who intends to follow him. 

Jesus ihen said to his disciples* “If anyone wishes lo be a follower of 
mine, he must leave self behind] he must take up his cross and come 
with me. Whoever cares For his own safety is lost] but if a man wiJl let 
himself be lost for my sake, he mil find his true seif/ 

Nobody is left in any doubt as to what following the king 
means! In John 15:18—21 he says, 

If the world hates you, it hated me first, as you know well. If you be¬ 
long to the world, Iht world would love i« own; biiL because you do 
not belong to the world, because I have chosen you out of the world, 
for that reason the world hates you. Remember what 1 said: “A servant 
is not greater than his master! As (hey perseemed me, they will perse¬ 
cute you; they will follow your teaching as litde as they have followed 
mine. Ii is on my account that they will treat you thus, because they do 
not know the One who sent me, 11 

We ask the Lord why, "Why, Lord, must you and we save the 
world in this way? Why is it necessary to be spat upon and ridi¬ 
culed and to suffer and to die before we can rise again with 
you?"Jesus always told his disciples that to suffer and to die 
was necessary. He never said a single word to explain why. So 
we look at him silently; we put aside the logic of reason and 
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take cm the logic of faith, the logic of the heart.. We accept 
him on hL.s own terms and say to him what Peter said t “ljord,, I 
am ready to go with you to prison and to death." 

But, being weak like Peter, we will ask for three graces: 

1. The grace not to be deaf to his call. 

Jesus calls us today, too, to follow him in suffering and 
death. It is very difficult to hear this call of his; we are past 
masters in the arL of selective hearing; we hear only what suits 
us. What suffering, whaL kind of death is the Lord calling me 
to, today? Dietrich Bonhocffcr says somewhere that when 
Christ calls people he bids them come and die, So we must not 
be fooled when we hear Christ saying, “Come,” to us. What he 
really means is, “Come and die,” 

2. The grace of understanding. 

The grace of understanding it the grace of being able lo 
think as God thinks, not as human beings think. This is a pure 
grace. No amount of intellectual effort on our part will give us 
the ability to think as God thinks. There is a wisdom of God 
that appears folly to humankind. 1 advise you to read the first 
three chapters of Paul's first letter to the Corinthians. They 
are full of this theme. 

This doctrine of the cross is sheer folly to those on their way to min, 
but to us who are on the way to salvation it is the power of God, 
Scripture says, "[ will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and bring to 
nothing the cleverness of the clever,' God had made the wisdom of 
this world look foolish. As God in his wisdom ordained, the world 
failed to find him by its wisdom, and he chose to save those who have 
faith by the folly of the Gospel. Jews call for miracles, Greeks look far 
wisdom; but we proclaim Christ—yes, Christ nailed to the cross; and 
though this is a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Creeks, yet to 
those who have heard his call, Jews and Greeks alike, lie it the power 
of God and the wisdom of (kd. Divine folly is wiser than the wisdom 
of man and divine weakness stronger than man s strength. 

Kvcn the apostles who lived so long with Christ did not fully 
grasp this teaching regarding his kingdom. To die very end, 
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before his ascension, they ask him stupid questions that clearly 
show they have failed to grasp what he was teaching them so 
painstakingly, “Lord, is this the time when you are to establish 
once again the sovereignty of Israel?" they ask (Acts 1:6). To 
understand this they needed the Holy Spirit who came upon 
them at Pentecost We, too, need the Spirit if we arc to under¬ 
stand Christ’s teaching. No one else can make us understand 
this, no retreat master, no book, not Christ himself, for even 
he failed completely with the apostles. So if we are to under¬ 
stand, wc must ask for the gift of the Spirit, 

For the Spirit explore* everything, even the depth* of God’s own na¬ 
ture ,,, this is the Spirit that wc have received, from Cod, and not the 
spirit of the world, so that we may know alt that Cod of his own grace 
gives us, . , . A man who is unspiritual refuses what belongs to the 
Spirit of God; it is folly to him; he cannot grasp it, because it needs to 
be judged in (he light of the Spirit. A man gifted with the Spirit can 
judge the worth of everything, but it not himself subject to judgement 
by his fellow-men. For [in the wonis of Scripture) “Who knows the 
mind of the Icird? Who can advise bim?" We however, possess the 
mind of ChrisL 

This is the Spirit we must ask for if we, too, are to have the 
mind of Christ and think the thoughts of Cod. 

One way to grasp this teaching of Christ is to become a little 
child. When we become little children before Cod, he stoops 
down and makes us his confidants and he gives us a wisdom 
that our own thinking would never be able to produce. 

I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these 
things from the learned and wise, and revealing them to the simple. 
Yes, Father, such was thy choice. 

Mauhew 11:25 


3. The grace to folUm him all our lives. 

The third grace will mean much suffering, carrying the 
cross with Christ—not just hard work, but sharing in a destiny 
like his own. It is significant that when Paul is converted he 
says, “Lord, what do you want me to do?" (Acts 22:10). I he 
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Lord replies to that question in the words he says to Ananias: 
‘This man is my chosen instrument, lo carry my name among 
nations and their kings and among die children of Israel as 
well. 1 myself will show him how much he must suffer for my 
name/ The world is not redeemed by doing, but by the cross. 
We adore thee, O Christ, and we bless thee, because by thy 
holy Gross thou hast redeemed the world! And so Paul would 
say later to his Philippians, “All I care for is to know Christ, to 
experience the power of his resurrection and to share his suf¬ 
ferings, in growing conformity with his death’' (Philippians 
3:10), 

l shall point out to you in a later conference how following 
Christ in all the radicalism of the Gospels is going lo mean 
hardships and poverty and being considered a fool. This is in¬ 
evitable once you start thinking and judging the way God 
thinks and judges, and start talking and acting accordingly, I 
shall leave this for later. I only want to stress one point here, 
which ] shall also dwell on later, namely, that the following of 
Christ, the carrying of his cross, leads not to sadness, but to joy 
and happiness. This is the Good News that Jesus brings us: the 
secret of happiness that humankind has been longing for, for 
centuries. This is not a gospel of gloom. It is only the superfi¬ 
cial who tliink that happiness is not compatible with suffering, 
even much suffering that is undertaken out of love. Paul is a 
fine example of this. How much he suffered for Christ He 
even speaks of bearing the marks of the dying Jesus on his 
body and of making up what is still wanting to the sufferings of 
Christ. And yet, what a joyous saint he was! A messenger of 
peace and joy that he obviously possessed in overflowing 
measure as we can see from his letters to his Christians. If we 
take a derision to follow Christ totally, it is a hard life we are 
opting for, but it is important that we realize that it is also a 
happy life. If we understand this, we shall follow him more 
readily and wholeheartedly and more perseveringly, com¬ 
forted by his loving presence and the strength of his Holy 
Spirit. 
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To Know, to Love, 
to Follow Christ 

I have spoken to you about the kingship of Christ and 
about his call to us to follow him in carrying his cross. 1 invite 
you for the next few days to make this the theme of your 
prayer: discipleship, the following of Christ, carrying his cross. 
To follow him is not possible without our first coming to know 
and love him. And this is the grace 1 want you to ask God for 
these days: the grace to know Christ, Lo love Christ, lo follow 
Christ faithfully. In this conference I should first like to say 
something about this knowing, loving, and following. Then 1 
warn to propose to you a method for praying over the life of 
Christ that might aid you in attaining the grace lo know, to 
love, and to follow. 

To Know Christ 

To know Christ means to meet him. This is how we know a 
person. There’s a difference between knowing about a person 
and knowing a person. The latter is only possible when we have 
met him or her personally. So ask for the grace of knowing 
Christ personally. 
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This is the kind of knowledge the good Samaritans had of 
|r$us after he was introduced to them by the Samaritan 
woman, in John 4, 

Many Samaritans of that town came to believe in him because of the 
woman's testimony: “He told me everything I ever did .’So when these 
Samaritans had come to him they pressed him to stay with them; and 
he slaved Lhere wo days. Many more became believers because of 
what they heard from his own lips, 'they cold die woman, "II is no 
longer because of what you said that wc believe, for wc have heard 
him ourselves; and wc know that this is in truth the Saviour of the 
World.’ 

This is the aspiration of every priest, cathechist, and teacher of 
the Gospels: that our audience should say to us, “It is no 
longer because of what you have said that we believe, for we 
have seen and heard him ourselves," This is the kind of knowl¬ 
edge of Christ that I am speaking of. A knowledge that is im¬ 
parted by Christ himself, not by books or preachers. 

Sl Paul treasured this knowledge so much that he was ready 
to exchange everything in the world for it. Listen to his mov¬ 
ing words: 

All such assets ! have written off because of Christ. I would say more: I 
count everything sheer loss, because all is far outweighed by Lhe gain 
of knowing Christ Jesus my I ord, for whose sake 1 did in fact lose 
everything. I count it so much garbage, for die sake of gaining Christ 
and Finding myself incorporate in him, with no righteousness of my 
own, no legal rectitude., ., All 1 care for is to know Christ, to experi¬ 
ence the power of his resurrection, and to share his sufferings, in 
growing conformity with his death. 

Philippians 3:7-10 

Is the knowledge of Christ for us what it wan for St. Paul? We 
are busy today picking up so many other types of knowledge 
for the sake of the apostolate, we say* and we are probably wise 
to do so. However, if we fail in attaining this knowledge, all the 
rest—ail our degrees and sLudies—are a total waste. I remem¬ 
ber reading once the comparison of a watchmaker who en¬ 
tered the army. 
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When ii was discovered that he was good al. repairing 
watches, he was given so much repair work that wheel the lime 
came to fight he was just too busy with repairing watches to 
have any time for fighting—or even the Knowledge or inclina¬ 
tion to fight effectively. How many priests today have special¬ 
ized in all sorts of disciplines, buL know so little about Christ. 
They just don’t have the lime for il (what on earth are they so 
very busy about, one wonders), and they could hardly be ex¬ 
pected to have a zest for giving to others what they themselves 
have failed to learn. 

You must be quite convinced about one thing: this knowl¬ 
edge of Christ is something lhaL no amount of reflection or 
meditation on your parL will ever give you. This is a pure gift 
of God. All you can do is ask for it humbly and persistently in 
prayer. I suggest that you ask Our Lady to intercede for you 
and obtain this grace for you, Il is the Father who must intro¬ 
duce you to Christ and show you who he is: 

Simon, son of Jonah, you are favoured indeed I You did notleam that 
from mortal man; il was revealed 10 you hy my heavenly Father. ... I 
thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these things 
from the learned and wise, and revealing them U> the simple. Yes, 
Father, such was thy choice. Everything is entrusted to me hy my 
Father; and no one knows dy? Son but the Father and no one knows 
the Father but the Son and those to whom die Son may choose to re¬ 
veal him, 

Matthew 16:17; 11:25-27 

To attain this knowledge a person must be '‘given 1 " to the 
Son by the Father. 

This is eternal life: to know thee who alone art truly God, and Jesus 
Christ whom thou hast sene , ,. 1 have made thy name known to the 
men whom thou didst give me out of the world. 

John 17:3.6 

All that the Father gives me will come to me, and the man who comes 
to me I will never turn away, , . , It is his will that I should not lose 
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t-ven one of ail that he has given me,, „. No man can come to me un¬ 
it 'm he is drawn by the Father who sent me, 

John &37fT, 

[ am the good shepherd; I know my own sheep and my sheep know 
me. 

John 10:14 

The* disciples attained this knowledge of Christ only gradu¬ 
ally. In John 14:9 we read, “Have I been all this lime with you, 
Philip, and you still do not know me?” And in Luke 9:44—45, 

Jesus said la hi* diaciple*, "What [ now say is for you: ponder my 
words. The Son of Man is going io he given up into die power of 
men,’ But they did not understand what he said; it had been hidden 
from diem so that ihey should not perceive its drift; and they were 
afraid to ask him what it meant. 

This matter of the knowledge of Christ being a pure gift of 
Cod is expressed admirably, by as unlikely a person as 
Mahatma Gandhi, You know what a great admirer he was of 
Jesus and how heroically he put into practice in his life the 
principles of the Sermon on the MounL Yet he never became 
a Christian, and could not accept Jesus as the Son of God. The 
ProLestant evangelist, Stanley Jones, who was a great admirer 
of Gandhi, once WTOle the following letter lo him: 

You know my love for you and hew I've tried to interpret you and your 
non-violent movement to the West, But I am rather disappointed in 
one matter. I thought you had grasped the centre of the Christian 
faith, but I'm alratd 1 must change my mind. I think you have grasped 
certain principles of the Christian faith which have moulded you, and 
have helped make you great—you haw: grasped the principles, but 
you have missed the Person. You said in Calcutta lo the missionaries 
that you did not turn to the Sermon on Uie Mount for consoiauon, 
but to the nhagavatl Gita. Neither do I turn to the Sermon on the 
Mount for consolation, but to this Person who embodies and illus¬ 
trates die Sermon on the Mount; but he is much more. Here is where 
f think you are weakest in your grasp. May I suggest that you penetrate 
through the principles to the Person and then come hack and tell us 
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what you have found, I don't say this as a mere Christian propagan¬ 
dist, I say this because we need you and need the illustration you 
could give us if you t^ady grasped the centre, the Penstm, 

Gandhi replied immediately: 

I appreciate the ]me underlying the letter and kind thought for my 
welfare, but my difficulty is of long standing. Other friends have 
pointed it out 10 me before now. T cannot grasp the position by the im 
tellcct; die heart must be touched, Saul became Paul not by an intel¬ 
lectual effort but by something touching his heart. Ail I can say is that 
my heart is absolutely open; I have no axes to grind. L want to find the 
truth, to see Cod lace to lace. 

Let us then ask the Father to draw us to Christ and to give 
us the knowledge of Christ, since no one knows Christ except 
the Father. Let us ask the Holly Spirit for this grace, for 

the Spirit explores everything, even the depths of Cod's own nature. 
Among men, who knows what a man is but the man's own spirit within 
him? In the same way, only the Spirit of God knows what God is. This 
is the Spirit that we have received from Cod, and nor the spirit of the 
world, so that wc may know all that Cod of his own grace gives us. 

1 Corinthians 2:10—12 


To Love Christ 

It is not possible to know Christ in the way l have described 
without falling in love with him and being captivated by his 
goodness and loveliness. The deeper our knowledge of him, 
the greater our love will be. And the more our love for him, 
the deeper will be our knowledge, for to really know a person 
it is important to see him through the eyes of love. 

Jesus claimed this love for himself. Every religious reformer 
pointed to an ideal outside himself. Only Christ points to him¬ 
self and makes himself the center of his teaching. Follow me, 
not just the doctrine or the ideal! propound. He who loves fa¬ 
ther or mother more than me is not worthy of me. I am the 
way, die truth, the life, In as much as you did it to the least of 
my brethren, you did it to me. When he goes to his hometown 
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of Nazareth. ii is himself he proclaims, and then he com¬ 
mands their loyalty and faith. 

Unrolling the scroll he found the place where U is written: "The Spirit 
of the [jord has been given to me, for he ha# anointed me,, ,, Then 
he began to speak to them, 'This text is being Fulfilled today even a* 
you listen/" 

Conversion is not just conversion to an intellectual system or 
philosophy or even a message from Cod; it is, ultimately, the 
turning of our hcarL totally to Lhc Father. But it is also essen¬ 
tially a conversion to Christ, ft is a conversion of the heart to 
Christ (heart in the biblical sense, meaning the center of one’s 
personality, the seat of one's spirit, one’s freedom, one’s at¬ 
tachments), It is a heart turned Loward Christ: the metanoia; a 
heart inhabited by Christ, filled with him, (“May Christ find a 
dwelling place in your heart by faith” [Ephesians 3:17]); a 
heart assimilated to Christ, taking on his values and judgments 
and point of view regarding Cod, the world, life, humanity 
(“Let this mind be in you which was in Christ Jesus” 
[Philippians 2:5]; “Who knows the mind of the Lord? Who can 
advise him? We, however, possess the mind of Christ” [l 
Corinthians 2:161). 

So let us not hesitate to give our whole heart to Christ, to 
pour all the wealth of our love and affection onto him. Let us 
strive to attain that fantastic love that Paul had, a love that was 
so strong that he could make Lhc boldest claims. 

Then what can separate us from the love of Christ? Can affliction or 
hardship? Can perfection, hunger, nakednesa. peril or the sword? 1 
am convinced that there is nothing in death or lifc P in the tneaiin of 
spirits or superhuman powers, in the world as it is or the world as it 
shall be, in the forces of ihe universe, in heights or depths—nothing 
in all creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our I^srd. 

Romans 0:35-39 


To Follow Christ 

I have spoken sufficiently of following Christ in the previous 
conference. All I wish Lo do here is emphasize the fact that 
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when we Sire called to follow Christ in ca rrying our cross, we 
are nor Being c alled t o fol l ow h im in sadness and gloom. If it is 
true that no one on earth is so happy as those who have found 
Ck>d and given their hearts entirely to Cod t there is no doubt 
that Jesus Christ was the happiest person on earth. He told his 
disciples Lhat it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and 
thus to enter into his glory. And this is whaL he promises to us 
who follow him: if we follow him in suffering we shall follow 
him in glory. It is wrong to think, however, that the glory will 
only come after death. A large share of it is given to us riglu 
now on earth. Jesus tells us in the Sermon on the Mount that 
the poor, the meek, the peaceful, are truly lucky, happy, He is 
not talking or the happiness of heaven primarily. He is speak¬ 
ing of the happiness that wc shall experience in the very living 
out of the beatitudes. The happiness that comes from the 
fruits—-joy, peace, and love—of the Spirit, who is already given 
to us now (Galatians 5). 

Isn’t it significant that in the very discourse in which Jesus 
predicted that his aposUes would be persecuted and would suf¬ 
fer, he promises them joy and peace? “I have told you all this 
to guard you against the breakdown of your faith. They will 
ban you from the synagogue: indeed, the time is coming when 
anyone who kills you will suppose that he is performing a reli¬ 
gious duty," he says in John 16:1-2), But then he talks to them, 
in the same breath, so to speak, of the peace and the joy he 
will give them in the midst of their sufferings: 

Peace is my parting gift to you, my own peaee, such as the world can¬ 
not. give. Set your troubled hearts at rest, and banish your fears. ... I 
have spoken thus to you, so that my joy may be in you, and your joy 
complete,. . . Are you discussing what I said: “A little while, and you 
will not ace me, and again a liuJe white, and you will sec me?' In very 
truth I tell you, you will weep and mourn, but the world will be glad. 
But chough you will tie plunged in grief, your grief will he turned to 
joy, A woman in labour is in pain because her time has come; but 
when the child is bom she forgets the anguish in her joy ibaL a man 
has been bom into the world. So tL is with you: for the moment you 
arc sad at heart; but J shall see you again, and then you wili be joyful 
and no one shall rob you of your joy. Ask and you will receive, that 
your joy may be complete. ... 1 have told you all this so that- in me you 
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may find peace. In the world yon will have trouble - Bui courage I The 
victory is mine; l have conquered the world. 

John 14 27,15:11; 16:19-24, 33 

This prophecy of Jesus was fulfilled immediately after his 
death, both in the lives of the apostles and in those of the 
early Christians. In Acts 5:40 we read. 

They sent for the apostles and had them (logged; then they ordered 
them io give up speaking in die name of Jesus, and discharged them. 

So the aposdes went out from the Council rejoicing that they had 
been found worthy to suffer indignity for the sake of the Name." 

Acts 13:50-52 says, 

A persecution was started against Paul and Barnabas and they wen: ex¬ 
pelled from the district,. . and the converts were filled with joy and 
with the Holy Spirit." 

Sl Paul says to his Thessalonians, 

The welcome you gave the message meant grave suffering For you, yeL 
you rejoiced in Lhe HolySpiriL 

St Paul certainly experienced this mystery of joy and peace 
in the cross in his own life and he gives witness to it elo¬ 
quently. I should like to share with you some passages from his 
letters where he describes what the following of Christ meant 
to him. He speaks, also, of the consolation that this brought 
*im, You may warn to take these passages to prayer and find 
inspiration in them: 

Praise be to the God and Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ, lhe all- 
merciful Father, the God whose consolation never fails usl fie com¬ 
forts us in all our troubles so that. we in turn may be able to comfort 
others in any trouble of theirs and (hare wjijh them the consolation we 
ourx'lvcs receive from God, As Christ's cup of suffering overflows, and 
wc suffer with him, so also through Christ our consolation overflows. 

2 Corinthians 1 ;3-5 




Tii to Lwvt, in Qmf 

Tt makes me happy to suffer for you, as I am suffering now, and in my 
own body to do whaL I can to make up aj[ Eh at has still to be under¬ 
gone by Christ for the sake of his body, die Church. 

Colossi a ns 1:25 

The Jerusalem Bible's comment on this is: Jesus suffered in or¬ 
der to establish the reign of Cod and anyone who continues 
his work must share this suffering. 

We prove we are servant of Cod by great fortitude in times of suffer¬ 
ings in times of hardship and distress; when wc arc flogged; or sent to 
prison, or mobbed; labouring, sleepless, starring. We prove we are 
Cod s servant by our purify, knowledge, patience and kindness; by a 
spirit of holiness, by a love Free From affectation; by the world of truth 
and the power of God ... prepared for honour or disgrace, For blame 
or praise; taken for imposters while we are genuine; obscure yei fa¬ 
mous said to be dying and here we are alive; rumoured to be exe¬ 
cuted before we are sentenced; thought most miserable and yet we are 
always rejoicing; taken for paupers though we make others rich, for 
people having nothing though we have everything. 

t Corinthians &:3fF. 

But if anyone wants some brazen speaking™! am still talking as a 
fool—then I can be as brazen as any of them* and about the same 
things, Hebrews are they? So am L Israelites? So am L Descendants of 
Abraham? So am L The servants of Christ? 1 must be rnad to say this, 
but so am 1, and more than they, morn: because I have worked harder. 

I have been sent to prison more often, and whipped so many times 
harder. Five times I had the thirty-nine lashes from the Jews; three 
times I have been beaten with sticks; once 1 was stoned; three times I 
have been shipwrecked and once adrift in the open sea for a night 
and a day. Constantly travelling, I have been in danger from rivers and 
in danger from brigands, in danger from my own people and m dan¬ 
ger from pagans; in danger in the towns* in danger in the open coun¬ 
try, danger at sea and danger from so-c ailed brothers. 1 have worked 
and laboured ofum without sleep; I have been hungry and thirsty and 
often starving; I have been in the cold without clothes. And, to leave 
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out much more. there is my daily preoccupation; my anxiety for all 
Lhc Churches. . . , Mu»l 1 go on boasting, though there is nothing to 
be gained by it? Bul ] will move on 10 die visions and revelations I have 
had from the Lord. 1 know a man in Christ, who, fourteen years ago, 
was caught up—whether still in the body or out of the body, ( do not 
know; God knows—right into the third heaven, J do know, however, 
that this same person—whether in the body or out of the body, 1 do 
not know; God knows—was caught. up into paradise and heard things 
which must not and cannot tie put into human language. In view of 
ihe extraordinary nature of these revelations, to stop me from getting 
loo proud I was given a thorn in the flesh, an angel of Satan to beat 
me and stop me from gening too proud! About this thing, 1 have 
pleaded! with the Lord three times for it to leave me but he has said, 
“My grace is enough for you; my power is at its best in weakness.' So I 
shall be very happy to make my wealuiesses my special boast so that 
the power of Christ may slay over me, and that is why I am quite con¬ 
tent with my weaknesses, and with insults, hardships, persecutions, 
and the agonies I go through for Christ's sake. For it is when I am 
weak that I am strong. 

2 Corinthians 11:21 ft. 

Have you noticed the things that Paul the apostle boasts of? 
He put up no buildings; he made no headlines; he had no 
worldly success. He boasts of the hardships and sufferings he 
underwent for Christ and his mystical experiences and of his 
weakness, which give him the opportunity to experience 
Christ's power! 

1 have been crucified with Christ, and I Live now not with my own life 
but with the life of Christ who lives in me. The life f now live in this 
body I live in faith; faith in the Son of God who loved me and who sac¬ 
rificed himself for my sake. 

Galatians 2:19 

*] want no more trouble from anybody after this; the marks 
on my body are those ofJesus w (Galatians 6,17), The comment 
of the Jerusalem Bible on this passage is: The marks of ill- 
treatment suffered for ChrisL Cf. % Corinthians 6:4-5, 1 l:25fF, 
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We are no beuer than pais of earthenware to contain this treasure, 
and this proves thattuch tran seen deni power does not come from us P 
but is CkxTs alone. Hard-pressed on every side, we are never hemmed 
in; bewildered, wc arc never at our wits' end; hunted,, we are never 
abandoned to our fiatej struck down, we are hol left to die. Wherever 
we go wc carry death with ns in our body, Che death that Jesus died, 
that in this body also life may reveal itself, the life that Jesus lives. For 
continually, while still alive, we are being surrendered into die hands 
of death, for Jesus 1 sake* so that the life of Jesus a|^o may tie revealed 
in this mortal body of ours. , . + Indeed, it is for your sake that all 
things are ordered, so that, as the abounding grace of God is shared 
by more and more, the greater may tie the chorus of thanksgiving 
that ascends to the glory of God. No wonder we do not lose heart! 
Though our outward humanity is in decay* yet day by day, we ire in¬ 
wardly renewed r 

2 Corinthians 4:711. 

My one hope and trust is that F shad never have to admit defeat, but 
that now as always I shall have the courage for Christ lo be glorified in 
my body, whether by my life or by my death. Life to me, of course, is 
Christ* but then death would bring me something more; bm then 
again, if living in this body means doing work which is having good re¬ 
sults—I do not know what I should choose. 1 am caught in this di¬ 
lemma: [ want to be gone and be with Christ which would be very 
much better; but for me to stay alive in this body is a more urgent 
need for your sake. This weighs with sue so much that I feel sure I 
shall survive and stay with you all* and help you to progress in faith 
and even increase your joy in iq and so you wid have another reason 
to give praise to Christ Jesus on my account when 1 am with you again, 


Philippians l :20ff. 

To these passages you may add Philip pi arts 3:7ff. and 
Romans 8:35ff. p which I have quoted lo you in previous confer¬ 
ences and so will not repeat here. 

And here are some texts from the Gospels connected with 
the following of Christ: 
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He who Scwes Fitlter or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and 
he who low Atm or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. And 
he who does not take up his cross and follow me, is not worthy of me. 

He who finds his life will lose it, and he who Loses his life for my sake, 
will find it 

Matthew 10:37ff,; ef, 16;24-2fi 

IT anyone comes to me and does not hale his father and mother, and 
wife and children, and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, 
he cannot be tny disciple. And he who does not cany his cross and fob 
low me cannot be my disciple. For which of you, wishing to build a 
tower, does not sit down first and calculate the outlays that are neces¬ 
sary, whether he has the means to complete it? l^st, after he has laid 
the foundation he is not able to finish all who behold begin to mock 
him.... So therefore, everyone of you who docs not renounce all that 
he possesses, cannot be my disciple, 

Luke 14:26-29,33 

If anyone would serve me, let him follow me; and where I am there 
also shall my servant be. 

John 12:2(i 

To the request of the sons of Zebedee for the first two 
places in the kingdom, Jesus replies: “You do not know what 
you are asking for. Can you drink of the cup of which I drink, 
or be baptized with the baptism wjth which 1 am to be bap¬ 
tized?" And they said to him, “We can." And, giving Lhis in¬ 
struction a more general hearing, he continues. 

Whoever wishes to become great shall be your servant; and whoever 
wishes to be first among you shall be the slave of all; for the Son of 
Man also has not come to be served but. to serve, and to give his life as 
a ransom for many. 

Mark 10:36-39; 43-45 

The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Amen I say 1C 
you, unless the grain of wheat fall into the ground and die k remains 
alone. But if il die il brings forth much fruit Hie who loves hi$ life 
loses it: and he who hates his life in this world keeps il unto life ever- 
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lasting. If anyone: would serve me, lei him follow me; and where 1 am 
there also shall my servan t be. If anyone serves me. my Father will hon¬ 
our him. 

John I2;2M. 

Remember the word that 1 have spoken id you: No servant is greater 
than his master. If they have persecuied me they will persecute you 
also; if they have kept my word they will keep yours also. 

John 15; 20 

As they were going along the road a man said to him, “I will follow you 
wherever you go, 11 Jesus answered, “Foxes have their holes, the birds 
their roosts; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.' To 
another he said, '‘Follow me," buL the man replied, '‘Let me go and 
bury my father first-* Jesus said, Tjeave the dead to bury their dead; 
you must go and announce the kingdom of God," Yet another said, “I 
will follow you, sir; but let me first say goodbye to my people at home." 

To him Jesus said, "No one who sets his hand to the plough and then 
keeps looking hack is fit for the kingdom of God.” 

Luke 9:5 

Take on ej>r other of t hese p assages to prayer if you wish, as 
mcajis.lor_di j.wi ng inspir atio n to follow Christ more faithfully. 
EuLJibov£_alL_ask persistently for this grace. Persistent prayer 
and _failh w i 11 bring yo u what much meditation and reflectio n 
will not. I told you 1 would offer you a method of contempla¬ 
tion on the lire of Christ that may help you to come to know 
and love Christ more deeply. But 1 shall leave this for the next 
conference. 
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Meditation on 
the Life of Christ 

There is a form of meditation on the life of Christ as it is 
given in the Gospels that is highly recommended by a number 
of saints as being very helpful for achieving intimacy with 
Christ. U involves the use of fantasy. Fantasy is a tool that 
many modern psychotherapists are using to very good effect. 
They are beginning to realize that the world of fantasy is not 
quite as “unreal* as it seems to be, that far from being a world 
of escape and unreality it reveals realities as deep or even 
deeper than those grasped by our mind and so is a very effec¬ 
tive tool for healing and growth. 

I shali first describe this form of prayer and then comment 
on some of Lhc difficulties that are brought against it. Take 
any scene from the life of Christ. I shall choose John 3:1-9 as 
an example that you can then apply to other scenes from the 
life of Christ. 

Later on Jesus went up to Jerusalem For one of the Jewish festivals. 
Now at the Sheep Pool in Jerusalem there Is a place with five col¬ 
onnades. Its name in the language of the Jews is Bethotfa In these 
colonnades there lay a crowd of siefc people, blind, lame and para¬ 
lysed [wailing for die disturbance of the water; for From time to time 
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an angel came flown into the pool and stirred up the water. The first 
to plunger in after this disturbance recovered from whatever disease 
had afflicted him). Among them was a man who had been crippled 
for ihiny-etght yean. When Jesus saw him lying there and was aware 
that he had been ill a long time, he asked him, "Do you warn lo re¬ 
cover?" “Sir," he replied “I have no one lo put. me in the pool when 
the water is disturbed, but while I am moving, someone else is in the 
pool before me." Jesus answered, "Kise to your feet, take up your bed 
and walk." The man recovered instandy, took up his stretcher, and be¬ 
gan to walk. 

I want you now to go in Fantasy to this place with five col¬ 
onnades called Bethesda, See the sick people lying there. 
Move about among them. What do you feel as you sec them 
there? At some distance you notice the crippled man. Walk Up 
to him and speak with him. What do you think is the cause of 
his ailment? What kind of an impression does he make upon 
you? Do you like him or dislike him? While you are talking 
with him, you notice Jesus entering die place. He is looking 
around at the sick people. What do you Lhink he Is Lhlnking 
and feeling? Does he stop to talk with any of them or does he 
come straight toward the crippled man? Move aside to make 
way for Jesus as he comes up and listen to what he says to the 
crippled man and to what the crippled man says to him. Don’t 
miss any detail of Jesus' attitude, his feelings, his words, his be¬ 
havior, Listen especially to those words of his, "Do you want to 
recover?" The Gospels give us only a fragment of Jesus’s con¬ 
versation. Fill it in with your imagination. Now listen to those 
powerful words of his, “Rise to your feet, take up your bed and 
walk." Notice what happens. The feelings and reactions of the 
crippled man, the feelings and reactions of Jesus. 

Jesus now turns lo you, is there any illness that you are suf¬ 
fering from, physical, emotional, or spiritual? Talk to him 
about it and listen lo what he has to say. What do you answer 
when he says lo you, “Do you warn to recover? Do you really 
want to recover, with all the consequences that recovery will 
bring? Many people do not warn to recover because recovery 
brings pain with it or responsibility, or the giving up of some¬ 
thing we want to hold on to," If your answer is, “Yes, Lord, I 
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want to recover," then hear the Lord say his powerful word to 
you too. This is a moment of grace. Jesus is as real and as pow¬ 
erful and as present here and now as he was when he stood be¬ 
fore that crippled man twenty centuries ago. If you have faith 
in his power you will experience his healing touch, less sensa¬ 
tionally, perhaps, than the crippled man, but no less effec¬ 
tively. After this, spend some time in loving converse with him. 

Now come the objections to this form of meditation. It 
doesn’t matter that it has been recommended by mystics like 
St lionavemure and St Ignatius of Loyola. The fact is that 
those scenes are simply not true, They are all made up. The 
answer to this is quite simple. The scene is obviously not true 
historically. It contains a truth, not of history, but of mystery. 
Let me explain that a little. St. Ignatius of Loyola, who recom¬ 
mends this method as the principle way of praying in his 
Spiritual Exercises, was a man who soon after his conversion 
made a pilgrimage to the I loly Land. He had read in the book 
of Ludolph of Saxony these words taken from Bonaventure: 

If you wish to draw profit from these meditations, set aside all cares 
and anxieties. Lovingly and contemplatively, with all the feelings of 
your heart, make everything that the Lord Jesus said and did present 
no yourself, just as though you were hearing it with your ears and see¬ 
ing it with your eyes. And then all that will become sweet to you, be¬ 
cause you are reflecting upon it with longing and savoring it yet more. 
And even when it is related in the past lense you should contemplate 
il all as though present today. Go into the Holy Land, kiss with fervent 
spirit the earth on which the good Jesus stood. Make present to your¬ 
self how he spoke and went about, with his disciples, with sinners; how 
he speaks and preaches, how he walks and rests, sleeps and wakes, eats 
and performs miracles. Write down in your heart his demeanor and 
his actions. 

And, having read these words, he no doubt put them into 
practice in his prayer. But his ardent heart would not rest until 
he had seen the Holy Land for himself. Once there, he en¬ 
graved every single detail in hts memory, the hills and valleys 
and countryside that Jesus saw, roads he traveled, and houses 
he was reported to have lived in. On the Mount of Olives he 
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piously vent rated the rock from which Jesus was supposed to 
have ascended into heaven and on which his footprints were 
supposed to have been stamped. After leaving the mount, he 
suddenly realized that he hadn't noticed in what direction 
Jesus' feet were pointing when he ascended. So he went back 
on his own, a risky thing Lo do, and bribed the moorish guard 
there with the last possession of value he had, a penknife, for 
the privilege of noticing even this little detail. Now this same 
man, when writing his Spiritual Exercises, tells relreatants to 
reconstruct for themselves the scenes of the tiTe of Christ In 
his meditation on the Nativity he bids the retreatant “see in 
imagination the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem, Consider its 
length, its breadth; whether level, or through valleys and over 
hills. Observe also the place or cave where ChrisL is born; 
whether big or little; whcLher high or low; and how it is ar¬ 
ranged,” Why does he leave all this to retreatants* imagina¬ 
tions? tie himself had seen these places (or what he piously 
believed to be these places), so could he not have given an ac¬ 
curate description of them? The fact of the matter is that it 
had little importance to reconstruct the scene with historical 
accuracy; in fact, it had no im portance at all Ignatius wants re- 
treautnls to go to their own fantasy Nazareth and their own 
fantasy Bethlehem. The fantasy will help bring out the truth of 
mystery, which i s fa r more important than the truth of history. 
The "fantasy will put us in Louch with Jesus Christ, And this is 
much more important than all the historical accuracy in the 
world. St. Francis of Assisi, we are told, went to Mount Alvcrma 
where he had a vision of Jesus on the cross, and he lovingly 
took him down from the cross. Now St. Francis of Assisi was no 
fool; he was finite aware, at least as aware as we are today, Lhat 
Jesus, having once died, dies no more. And yet, while he lov¬ 
ingly took him down from the cross and stood by him in his 
suffering, a deep mystery of love was being enacted, fantasy 
notwithstanding, before which the rational mind and rational 
theology must sLop in silent incomprehension. It is to Francis, 
in Fact, that we owe the beautiful custom of constructing cribs 
at Christmas time. Were he acquainted with the findings of 
modern scripture scholarship regarding the infancy narratives, 
f feel quite sure he would have gone right ahead and con- 
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structed his cribs all the same. Where the event took place his* 
torically Jusl as it is narrated in the gospel text is simply beside 
the point- The point is thaL through these fantasy symbols, we 
come in touch with reality. If we will allow ourselves lo become 
children again and plunge wholeheartedly into this world 
seemingly of make-believe, we might be delightfully surprised 
to discover Christ there behind all the fantasy and discover 
him in greater depth here than in alt our theological reflec¬ 
tion and speculation. St. Anthony of Padua is one of the many 
saints who are said to have held the Infant Jesus in their arms 
and regaled themselves with his loving caresses. St. Anthony, 
in addition lo being no fool himself, was theologian enough to 
have been declared a Doctor of the Church, and should have 
surely known thaL Jesus is no longer an infant! He was also, 
fortunately, mysdc enough to sense the deep mystical reality 
behind that vision of his and to surrender completely to the 
“fantasy reality,* if I may use that expression, of the vision. If 
you* too, can become a child and enter this world of fantasy 
while you meditate on the Gospels you will probably discover 
many lovely hidden treasures that you will not discover in any 
other way. Spend a day with the Holy Family at Nazareth, for 
instance. Share their simple life, help them in their work, 
speak to Jesus and Mary and Joseph about their lives and their 
problems and about your own. Or join the disciples while the 
Lord instructs them in private and ask him questions of your 
own. Go to the house of Martha and Mary* and sit lovingly be¬ 
side Mary while die Lord speaks or help poor distracted 
Martha with her household chores. You won’t come away with 
any scriptural erudition. But the Lord will give you the hidden 
wisdom he has reserved for little children I 

There is another objection to this method of prayer, quite 
apart from the historical difficulties involved in imagining 
things that took place long ago* and seeing them as if they 
were happening now. The objection could be stated thus; 
When I imagine Christ with me or before me and [ talk to 
him* there’s no problem there; the problem arises when I hear 
Christ talking back to me, That isn't Christ at all who is talking 
to me. It is the effect of my own imagination; it is I who am 
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putting those words into his mouth. It is I, in effect, who am 
talking lo myself. 

This is true. Very often, chiefly when we first begin to prac¬ 
tice this form of dialoguing with Christ, there Is no more there 
than our own pious reflections that come to us in the form of 
Christ’s words, That is what thinking or reflecting Is: 1 talking 
lo myself. Right now I am doing this through the image of 
Christ whom I imagine is present in front of me. It won’t be 
long however, before you will sometimes notice that those 
words you imagine you hear as coming from Christ are no 
mere invention of your imagination. Sometimes the response 
itself will startle you, and you will wonder from where iL came. 
It brings a great insight with it. At other times the words will 
seem very' ordinary; no special lighL or insight will come with 
them. But the effect of these ordinary words is quite unusual: 
they bring a sudden and unexpected peace, great strength, in¬ 
tense consolation, or intense joy in God’s service. Together 
with these feelings comes a conviction that somehow the Lord 
has communicated with you and made a gift to you under the 
cover of those words that you were “making' 1 him say to you in 
your imagination. 

Connected wiLh this is a form of being aware of God’s pres¬ 
ence, of the presence of Christ with us throughout the day. It 
is much recommended by St. Teresa of Avila among others. It 
consists in imagining that Christ is by your side all day and 
they are in constant loving conversation with him. One author 
calls this the exercise of imaginative faith. A good expression. 
Imagine Lhat Christ is sitting there on an empty chair in your 
room and speak with him just as you would if you actually saw 
him. This is not pure fantasy because what you are imagining 
is really there—Christ the Risen Lord—but he isn't there in 
the way you are imagining him, with the features and gar¬ 
ments you are putting onto him. 

This is more or less what St, Ignatius of Loyola recommends 
in his Spiritual Exercises when he says that the colloquy, 

is made by Speaking exardy as one friend speak $ to another, or as a 

servant speaks to a muter, now asking him for a favour, now blaming 
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himself for some misdeed, now making known his affairs u> him, and 
seeking advice in them. 

In another place Ignatius says, 

Imagine Christ our Lord present before you upon the cross, and be¬ 
gin to speak with him, asking how it is din though he is die Creator, 
he has stooped to become man, and 10 pass from eternal life to death 
here in time, that thus he mighL die tor our sins. 

Notice, incidentally, that he bids us ask Christ questions, ask 
him for advice, both of which presuppose some sort of answer 
from the Lord, Ignatius himself had no doubt about the fact 
that the Lord answers retreatants, revealing his will to them 
and guiding them personally, whcLher it be under the cover of 
imaginative faith or through a deep interior communication 
that is beyond all words and concepts and images. These are 
his words! 

The retreat master ought not to urge the retreatam more to poverty 
or any promise than to the contrary, nor to one state of life or way of 
living mote than to another. Outside the Exercises, it is true, we may 
lawfully and meritoriously urge all who probably have the required fit¬ 
ness lq choose continence, virginity, ihc religious life, and every form 
of religious perfections. But while one is engaged in the Spiritual 
Exercises, it is more suitable and much better that the Creator and Lord 
tn person ammunieate himself to the devout soul in quest of the divine will, 
that he inflame it with his love and praise, and dispose it for the way in 
which it could better serve God in future. Therefore, the retreat direc¬ 
tor, as a balance at equilibrium, without leaning to one side or the 
other, should permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the 
creature directly with hi* Cneaior and Lord. 

I shall have occasion Lo speak later of this interior commu¬ 
nication between Creator and creature—what it means and 
how it lakes place. For the time being suffree it to know, 
chiefly for those of us who know of no other way of “listening'' 
to God and getting his guidance, that the Lord graciously 
speaks to us under the species of what I have called above 
imaginative faith, It is very hard to discern, with the mind, 
where imagination ends and reality begins. Become a liLLle 
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child, deal wiih f^od in simplicity of heart, and you will de¬ 
velop an instinct its discern the difference between pure imagi¬ 
nation and reality, or rather, “Reality," with a capital “R," com- 
municati ng with us through these images and fantasies, 

1 want to end this section with the words of a famous Hindu 
guru to w r hom a Catholic sister said, “You have said in the past 
that if any Christians became your disciples you would not 
seek to make them Hindu but you would try to make them bet¬ 
ter Christians, May I ask how you would go about doing this?” 
The good Hindu guru gave the sister a reply worthy of an ex¬ 
cellent Catholic spiritual director. He suggested two of the 
first ways for coming to the experience of Jesus Christ the 
Risen Lord. He said, “1 would strive to put them in touch wiLh 
Jesus Christ. And 1 would get them to do this through keeping 
Christ constantly at their sides all through the day and 
through an assiduous reading of Lhc Scriptures.” 

The Healing of Memories 

As a kind of footnote to what I have said about meditating 
on the life of Christ through fantasy [ should like to speak of 
the use of this method as a means of meditation on our own 
life with the purpose of experiencing healing and growth. Let 
me explain. 

When I meditate on any scene in Christ's life, 1 make myself 
present to it. I imagine I am there, taking part in all the 
events, speaking, listening, acting. When I return to some 
scene in my past life, 1 relive it just as it happened with one dif¬ 
ference: this lime I get Christ to take an active part in it. Let 
me give you an example. 

Suppose f return lo a scene that causes me much distress. 
An event Lhat brought me humiliation, like a public rebuke, or 
one thaL broughL me great pain, like the death of a friend. I 
relive the whole event, in all its painful detail, I feel once more 
the pain, Che loss, the humiliation, the bitterness. This time, 
however, Jesus is there. What role is he playing? Is he a com¬ 
forter and suengthener? Is he the one who is causing me this 
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pain and loss? I interact with him* Just a* I did with ihe other 
persons in that event, I seek strength from him* an explana¬ 
tion of what E don’t understand; I seek a meaning to the whole 
event 

What is the purpose of Llvis exercise? It is what some people 
call the healing of memories. There are memories that keep 
rankling within us—situations in our past life thaL have re¬ 
mained unresolved and continue to stir within us. This consti¬ 
tutes a perpetual wound that in some ways hampers us from 
plunging more fully into life, that sometimes seriously handi¬ 
caps us in our ability to cope with life. Children who lose Lheir 
mothers at an early age may decide, semi consciously, never to 
love anyone again; all their lives they keep hankering after this 
mother-love thaL they will never get. Children who have lived 
in a situation of great fear or loneliness are constantly if un¬ 
consciously affected by this situation in the way they cope wiLli 
life. Those who have been deeply humiliated by someone feel 
crippled in their self-respect or invest a considerable amount 
of emotional energy in desires to avenge themselves. 

It is important for our personal growth, both spiritual and 
emotional, that we resolve these unresolved situations that 
keep rankling within us. When we relive them in the company 
of Christ* again and again, if need be, we will notice that a new 
meaning conies into them* that the sting goes out of them, 
that we can now return to them without any emotional upset; 
in fact, that we can even return Lo them now with a sense of 
gratitude to God, who planned these events for some purpose 
that will rebound to our benefit and to his glory. This form of 
prayer is good therapy and good spirituality. 

What sort of events should we return lo in our meditation? 
Events whose memory arouses within us “negative" emotions 
like the ones I mentioned before; pain, humiliation, feelings of 
inadequacy, grief, inferiority feelings, fear, etc, I recommend 
that you continue to return to Lhese events as long as the nega- 
tive feelings persist. When they die out, and you can even come 
to a point where you feel love and gratitude and a sense of 
praise for Lhe event, there is no longer any need to return. The 
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unresolved situation has been resolved and healed and even 
sanctified by the presence of Christ. 

For many people it is even more important to return to 
another type of situation: events where they experienced in¬ 
tense joy or fulfillment or love and intimacy. These are Lhe 
events that nourish and strengthen us, give us an infusion of 
fresh vitality and the desire to live life fully. Returning to them 
periodically and reliving them in all their pleasant detail 
brings us much psychological vigor and health. Reliving them 
in the presence of Christ brings us a spirit of gratitude and 
praise and a sense of Cod’s goodness. It deepens our love for 
him and helps us grow in the spirit. There are hundreds of 
such events in our life that are rich in spiritual and emotional 
potential but that we discard and waste because we are too 
busy with the humdrum and drab details of daily living. A con¬ 
versation with a friend, a picnic, an enjoyable party, a solitary 
walk by a lake or the sea, the embrace of a loved person, the 
joy and relief of good news, and scores of other situations* 

If during this retreat there is some event in your pa*st life 
that keeps coming up to distract you, claiming your attention 
because of the strong emotions involved—whether they be 
positive emotions like strong attachment and deep joy, or nega¬ 
tive emotions like jealousy, frustration, bitterness, resent¬ 
ment—I recommend that you give some time each day to that 
.situation, that you make a “meditation” out of it in the way I 
have indicated to you, and that you keep doing this until it 
gradually lapses into the background and ceases to distract you* 
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Aids to Prayer 


I want to share with you in this conference some tips on 
prayer that have proved very hetfpul to many people and are 
likely lo be of help to a number of you too. It has often been 
said, and rightly, that prayer is something that comes naturally 
to human beings. Deep down the human being is a praying 
animal. But just because that is true, and it is, indeed, I would 
not have you think Lhat prayer is something that is easy or 
something that does not need to be Learned. It is natural for 
human beings to walk. But h takes a lot of learning for chil¬ 
dren to stand on ihdr two legs and move—a lot of painful 
learning. It is also natural for human beings to love; yet how 
few are they who master the art of loving. This too, takes a lot 
of learning. And so it is with prayer. If we can accept the notion 
that prayer is an art and that, like most other arts, it calls For 
painful Learning and much, much practice if one is lo become 
proficient in it, then I think we will have taken a big step for¬ 
ward toward learning that art and, eventually, excelling in it. 

Now the tips I am going to share with you will not be of 
equal value for each and every one of you. Some of you will 
find some of them quite useless, indeed, even distracting and 
harmful. If this is so, then do not scruple to discard them. 
They are meant to help you to pray, to make prayer easier and 
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simpler and more effective, noL to complicate things for you 
or make you more tense. 

I laving cleared the ground with those preliminary remarks 
l shall begin with a general statement that runs something like 
this: The principal reason why most people make little 
progress in the art of prayer is that they ncglecL to give their 
prayer all the human dimensions it needs. 

Let me explain that. We are human beings, creatures of 
time and space. Creatures that have bodies and use words and 
live in communities and arc swayed by emotions. Our prayer 
too must contain these elements. We need words when we 
pray. We need to pray with our bodies. We need lime for 
prayer and a place that is appropriate, I am not offering this as 
a general rule, mind you. What I am saying is that, ordinarily 
speaking, our prayer is in need of all of the above, when it is at 
its early stages, when iL is a tender growing plant. It will, in all 
likelihood, need them even when it has developed into a full- 
grown tree. But by then it will have developed an identity of its 
own and will be able to pick and choose from among these ele¬ 
ments. In this conference I plan to speak of each of these ele- 
menLs: place, time, the body, words, music, sound, rhythm, 
community, and the emotions. Let us begin with the body. 

The Body in Prayer 

There is an author who speaks of a man whom he found sit¬ 
ting slouched in his armchair, smoking a cigarette. Said the 
author to the man, "You seem to be immersed in thought." 
The man replied, “I am praying." Said the author, “Praying? 
Tell me, if the Risen Lord were standing here in all his splen¬ 
dor and radiance, would you be sitting like that?” “No," said 
the man, "I imagine l wouldn’t." "Then,"said Lhe author, “you 
do noi at lhe moment have a consciousness of his presence 
here with you. You are not praying,” 

There is much truth in what that author said. Try it for 
yourself. On a day when you feel spiritually dry or tepid try to 
evoke the image of Jesus Christ standing before you in all the 
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splendor of his resurrection. Then stand or sit or kneel before 
him with your hands devoutly joined in prayer before you. In 
other words, express, with your body, the sentiment of rever¬ 
ence and devotion that you would like to feet in his presence 
but do not now feel. You will, in all probability, notice that in a 
short while your heart and mind are also expressing what your 
body is expressing. Your awareness of his presence will be 
heightened and your sluggish heart will begin to warm. This is 
the great advantage of praying wiLh your body, of taking your 
body along with you to pray. Many modern people insist that 
they arc creaLurcs of flesh and blood and body: they will say to 
you, *1 do not just have a body, I am my body.* 1 They say thaL 
until they go to pray. Then it is as if they are pure spirit or 
pure mind; the body is just left out. 

Nonverbal Communication 

Many psychologists are aware of Lhe value of saying things 
wiLh one's body rather than with words. Here is something 
that I have tried in a therapy group. I will sometimes get mem¬ 
bers to communicate with others in the group only with their 
eyes—“Say something to your neighbor with your eyes"—or 
only with their hands. The force of communication achieved is 
nearly always evident. Sometimes they will say, “I cannot do it." 
They are afraid of looking ridiculous, they will say. Often it is 
not Lhe ridiculousness that holds them back, il is the depth 
and genuineness of the communication involved—a depth 
and genuineness that they are not accustomed to and cannot 
sustain. Words are a more comfortable medium of expression— 
we can hide behind them, we can use them (as we generally do) 
not to communicate but to prevenL true communication. 

Sometimes I say to a group, “We shall spend the first ten 
minutes of this session communicating without words. Use any 
means you wish to communicate with others except words." 
Here again is an invitation to communicate wiLh one's body, 
with eyes and hands and movements. Most people refuse to ac¬ 
cept the invitation. They find it too threatening. The force 
and the truth of the communication is unbearable. 
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Try this when you next pray in your room. Stand, before an 
image of Jesus Christ. Or just imagine him standing before 
you. Now look at him in a way that denotes supplication. Stay 
with that look for a while and nodee what you feel. Then 
change the look to one of love or trust or joyful praise or sor¬ 
row and repentance or surrender. Try to express these disposi¬ 
tions or others only with your eyes. It might do a world of 
good lo the indmacy and the depth of your communication 
with the I-ofd, 

Or try expressing things to him with your body alone. Make 
a whole rite out of it. Stand alone in his presence for a while. 
Then slowly raise your head dll your eyes are looking up to the 
ceiling. Hold that position for a while. Then gendy raise both 
your hands, palms facing upwards, dll Lhey are on a level with 
your chest. Stop them there for a moment. Then bring them 
together smoothly and gently till both hands are touching 
each other and both palms face upwards, as if supporting a 
plate. (Or they can be drawn in Lo form a cup or chalice.) This 
posture is meant to express offering of oneself lo God. Stay 
with this posture for three or four minutes, then slowly lower 
your head and hands. You may then either express this same 
disposidon of offering again, going through this same rite {or 
possibly invendng another) or move on to express another at¬ 
titude or disposition. 

Here is one more: Stand erect in the middle of the room. 
Let your eyes look straight ahead of you, as if they were look¬ 
ing into the horizon. Then gcnlly raise your hands dll they 
come to the level of your chest and then move them outwards, 
till your arms are stretched wide apart, your palms facing out¬ 
ward. Hold this posture for three or four minutes. You may 
use it lo express a longing and desire for the coming of the 
Lord, Or to express an attitude of welcome—to Him or to all 
people who are your brothers and sisters and whom you wel¬ 
come into your heart. 

One final example: stand for a moment in the presence of 
the Lord. Then kneel. Then, join your hands in prayer in front 
of your chest- Stay like this for a while. Then slowly, very 
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slowly, go down on all fours. You are like a beast of burden be¬ 
fore the Lord. Go even further down now, till you are lying fiat 
on the floor and let your arms move oul till your whole figure 
forms a cross. Stay like this for a few minutes to express pros¬ 
tration or supplication or helplessness. 

Do not 1 imiLyourselves to Lhe examples I have given you. Be 
creative and invent your own way of expressing adoration or 
tenderness or sorrow or whatever, nonverbally, and you will 
discover the value of praying with your body. Centuries ago Sl. 
Augustine remarked that for some mysterious reason, he knew 
not which, every time he would lift his hands in prayer his 
heart would, after a while, be tilled up too and move toward 
God. I am reminded now that is exactly whaL the priest does at 
mass when he says, "Lift up your hearts”; he raises his arms up¬ 
wards. It is a pity that we do not have the custom of lifting our 
arms too while we reply, “We have lifted them op to the Lord.” 

A Still Body 

WhaL I have suggested till now will prove a help if you wish 
to use your body actively in prayer; in other words, if you wish 
to actively pray with your body. It will prove a help for the 
times when you are engaged in what might be called devo 
tional prayer, 

There Is, however, another form of prayer, many other 
forms, in fact—the prayer of quiet and stillness, prayer of fan¬ 
tasy and mind forms—in which movement of the body would 
impede rather than help, Then what is needed is perfect still- 
ness of the body, a stillness that will foster peace and help dis¬ 
pel distractions. To achieve this stillness I suggest the 
following: 

Sit down in a comfortable position, without slouching, how¬ 
ever, and place your hands on your lap. Then become aware 
of various sensations that I am going to mention now, sensa¬ 
tions that you have, but of which you are not explicidy aware. 
Become aware of the feel of your clothes on your shoulders. 
After three or four seconds move on to the awareness of the 
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touch of your clothes on your back, or of your back touching 
the chair Then the feel of your hands resting on your lap. 
Then the feel of your thighs pressing against the chair. Then 
the fee] of the soles of your feet touching your shoes. Then be¬ 
come aware of your sitting posture. Then once again go the 
round of your shoulders, your back, your hands, your thighs, 
vour feel, your hands. Do not dwell for more than Lhrec or 
four seconds on any one of these sensations. 

After a while you may move to sensations in other parts of 
your body. The important thing to keep in mind is that you fed 
these sensations, not think them. A vast number of people have 
no feeling whatsoever in various parts of their body, or of any 
part of their body. All they have is a kind of mental map of 
Lheir body, in doing this exercise, then, they are likely to move 
from one picture or image (of their hands, feet, back) to 
another rather than from one feeling to another or one sensa¬ 
tion to another, 

tf you keep up this exercise for a while you will notice that 
your body is becoming relaxed. If you become tense, be aware 
of each or the tensions you are feeling. Notice where you are 
Feeling tense, what bind of tension it is; in other words, how 
you arc tensing yourself in that area. This too will gradually 
bring about a greater physical relaxation. There is another 
thing that will happen: your body will become perfectly still. 
Stay with that stillness for some time. Savor iL, rest in it. Do not 
move in the slightest degree no matter how strong the urge to 
shiTt or fidget or scratch. If the urge to move becomes strong, 
become aware of the urge, of the impulse itself, and after a 
while it will quieten down and you will once again experience 
grcaL bodily stillness. This stillness is an excellent setting for 
prayer. Now move on to prayer. 

Bodily stillness will not, of course, take care of all the diffi¬ 
culties you are still going to have in prayer. Ghief among these 
are distractions of the mind. There is something, however, 
that your body can do to help you cope with those distractions. 

Those who are familiar with the practice of yoga tell us that 
when they achieve Lhe lotus posture they frequen Uy ex peri- 
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ence a perfect stillness, not only of body, buL of mind as well. 
Some go so far as to say that in Lhat posture it is impossible for 
them to think. The mind goes blank and they can only con¬ 
template, not think. That is how influential the body can be 
on the stale of our mind. The lotus posture, however, is not 
something that can be acquired without much pain and 
months of discipline, something that is ruled out for most of 
us. But even without the lotus posture there is much that your 
body can do for helping you cope with distractions. 

One or the things you can do, if it helps you, is keep your 
eyes slightly open and fixed on a spot about three or four feet 
away from you. Many people find this a greaL help. When they 
close their eyes they somehow' seem to set up a blank screen 
on which their mind then cheerfully proceeds to project alt 
sorts of thoughts and images. Keeping their eyes half opened 
helps them to concentrate, ft is important, of course, that 
their eyes not wander or that they not settle on a moving ob¬ 
ject, else this will be a new source of distraction. If you find 
that keeping your eyes open is a help to prayer, then fix them 
on an object or on some spot a litLle distance away From you 
and plunge into prayer. One hist precaution: make sure you 
do not rest your eyes on any Luminous object This is likely to 
produce a mild form of hypnosis. 

Another thing you can do is keep your back straight. It is a 
mysLcrious thing that a curved spine seems to foster distrac¬ 
tions while a spine that is erect seems to keep them away. I am 
told that some Zen masters are able to tell whether students of 
theirs is distracted or not by merely looking at the straightness 
or curvature of their backs. Nt*w ] am not sure that a curved 
back necessarily indicates a distracted mind. I have sometimes 
prayed without distractions even when my back was not crccL. 
But 1 do believe that a straight back is a greaL help for quieten¬ 
ing the mind. In fact, there are some Tibetan monks who give 
so much importance to a straight back as an aid to meditation 
thaL they recommend meditators lie flat on their backs while 
meditating. A good enough recommendation, except for the 
fact that most people I know tend to fall asleep a few minutes 
after they have straightened their backs in this way] 
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The Problem of Tension and Restlessness 

Many modern people are, unfortunately, quite incapable of 
sitting still. They are so restless and tense that even a minute 
or two of sitting Still Lends to increase their tension. And yet, it 
is important for prayer that we be able to be physically still. 
There U no doubt, of course, that prayer can go on while one 
is moving, and it frequently does. Ordinarily, however, it is not 
deep prayer. As soon as a moment of deep prayer descends 
upon those who are pacing up and down, they tend to stand 
still, as if caught up in something, immersed in something. 
There are deep mystical experiences that come upon people 
that make them want to jump and dance and move about, 
true; but these are the exception rather than the rule. 
Ordinarily deep prayer requires a still body—or it produces 
one. And so I do not recommend that you pace up and down 
while you are praying. Try the following if the UTge to move is 
very great: 

Become aware of the urge, the i mpulse that you experience. 
Notice the physical effects of this in your body, the tension, 
the area where you feel the tension, your resistance to the 
urge, the impulse. If after a few minutes you have still not 
quietened down, then pace up and down in your room very 
slowly, in the following fashion: move your right leg forward 
and be fully aware of the sensation of movement in your right 
Tool being lifted, Lhcn of its being thrust forward, then of its 
resting on Lhc ground, then of the weight of the body leaning 
on iL Then do the same with your left fooL It might help you 
to concentrate if you interiorly verbalize what is happening, 
thus: “Right foot lifting. Right foot moving. Right foot rest. 
Right foot firm. Left foot lifting. Left foot moving. Left Foot 
resting. Left foot firm ..." This will help enormously to quiet 
your bodily tensions and your compulsion to move. Then stay 
in one posture for a while and see if you can hold it long 
enough to pray. 

[f you happen to be so tense and restless that even this does 
not help, then I suggest that you pace up and down in your 
room or i n a quiet corner of a garden. This may alleviate your 
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tension. Make sure that while you pace up and down your eyes 
do not take a stroll too, or that will be the ruin or your concen¬ 
tration and your prayer. Keep in mind, however, that this is 
only a temporary concession to your restlessness and continue 
ever)' now and then to return to a stationary posture and to ac¬ 
custom your body to being still. 

There is something else you might do if you simply have to 
move. Pray with your body as I suggested before, moving it in 
slow, peaceful gestures, Or change your posture every three or 
four minutes—very slowly, however, without jerics. Remember 
the petals of the flower opening. It may well happen that after 
awhile you will rest in one of these postures and there will he 
no need for change. 

Your Favorite Posture 

If you develop some experience in prayer it will not be long 
before you find one posture that suits you best at prayer* and 
you will almost invariably assume this posture each time you 
pray. Experience will also teach you the wisdom of holding on 
to this posture and not changing it too easily. It seems strange 
Lhat one would be able to love God better or get in touch with 
God more easily by means of one posture rather than another* 
but this is precisely what a famous English mystic, Richard 
Rolle, tells us. 

Whatever the posture you find best suited to your own 
prayer, whether it be kneeling or standing or sitting or lying 
prostrate, I recommend that you not change it too easily— 
even if it seems at first slightly painful. Bear with the pain; the 
fruit you derive from prayer wilt be well worth it. Only if the 
pain becomes so strong as to be distracting should you change 
your posture. And then do so gently, very slowly, “like the pet¬ 
als of a flower gradually opening up or closing, 1 * to quote an 
Indian spiritual writer. 

The ideal posture will be one that combines respect for the 
presence of God with repose and peace of the body. Much 
practice will give you this peace and stillness and respect, and 
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then you will find in your body a valuable ally to your prayer 
and, on occasion, even a positive stimulus lq prayer. 


The Fragility of Our Prayer Life 

Some people become disturbed at so much talk about 
“aids" to our prayer life. Is our prayer life something that 
needs to be tended and protected and cared for and fussed 
over? Isn't it overdoing it considerably to be so turned in on 
ourselves, to watch over our prayer life and hem it in with all 
sorts or protective devices? 

It is. But the fact of the matter is that our prayer life, like all 
life on Lhis planet, is very fragile, and Lhe sooner we come to 
the realization of this truLh the better. I low carefully Nature 
has surrounded us with all sorts of helps to life without which 
we would not survive. Let the pressure of the atmosphere in¬ 
crease or decrease beyond a certain point, let Lhe temperature 
become exceedingly hot or cold, and life—animal, plant, and 
human—is instantly snuffed oul We need to eat and drink 
daily and to draw air into our lungs each minute if we are to 
survive. And what great pains medical science takes to protect 
our health and physical well-being. Thanks to all these precau¬ 
tions, human beings can live longer nowadays, and more 
healthily. 

It isn’t as if our prayer life is always going to need all these 
aids and props, A time will come when the tender sapling will 
gTow inLo a robust oak tree and will be able to withstand the 
buffeting of the winds of life, even to thrive on them. But till 
that growth occurs we would do well to protect it, shelter it, 
and nourish it constantly. Perhaps our own experience will 
have shown us how easily our prayer life suffers or even per¬ 
ishes when we omit to surround it wkh recollection, with si¬ 
lence, spiritual reading, and a host of other helps that seem 
cumbersome after a while to those who arc impatient for re¬ 
sults and seek fruit from trees they haven’t painstakingly 
cultivated. 
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Choosing a Place for Prayer 

One frequently ignored aid to prayer is place. The place 
you choose to pray in can affect your prayer very considerably 
for good or evil. lias it ever struck you that Jesus would choose 
his places for prayer? If there was anyone who did not need to 
do this it would have been he, for he was the Master of Prayer, 
constantly in touch with his Heavenly Father. And yet he will 
take all Lhe trouble to climb a mountain when he decides to 
spend a longer time in prayer. That seems to have been his fa¬ 
vorite place for prayer, the mountaintop; he goes to a moun¬ 
tain Lop to pray before the Sermon on the Mount, when the 
crowd seeks to make him king, on the day of his transfigura¬ 
tion. Or he goes to the garden of GcLhsemane, which also 
seems to have been a praying place of his. Or he goes to w'hat 
the Gospels call a desert place. He withdraws and chooses a 
place that is conducive to prayer. 

There are some places that seem to foster prayer. The quiet 
of a garden, the shady bank of a flowing river, the peace of a 
mountain, the infinite expanse of the sea, the terrace exposed 
to the stars in the night or to the loveliness of dawn, the morn¬ 
ing star, the rising sun,' the sacred darkness of a dimly lit 
church—all of these seem almost to produce prayer within us 
when we put ourselves into them. 

We shall not always have the luxury of living in places like 
these, of course—chiefly those of us who are condemned to 
live in gigantic modern cities—but once we have exposed our¬ 
selves to them we can cany them around with us in our hearts. 
Then it is enough for us to go back to them even in imagina¬ 
tion in order to derive all the prayer benefits LhaL we got from 
actually being in them. Even pictures of these places can be a 
help to prayer. There is a very prayerful and holy Jesuit 1 know' 
who has a small collection of the lovely scenes of nature that 
one finds in modern calendars. lie told me that when he is 
tired he just gazes for a while at one of those pictures and finds 
he is immersed in prayer. Father Teilhard speaks somesvhere 
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of the “spiritual potential of matter. 1 ’ Matter is indeed charged 
with spirit and Lhis is rarely more evident than in these 
“prayerful places," if we will only learn to draw on all the 
prayer potential with which they are charged. 

We must beware of a kind of “angelism" that leads us to 
think that we are above all these helps that “holy 1 " places or 
beautiful places can offer us for prayer. It takes humility to ac¬ 
cept our own immersion in matter and our dependence on 
matter even for our spiritual needs. I remember a Jesuit priest 
saying to us, when l was a seminarian, “The mistake wejesuils 
make in helping lay people to pray is to imagine that because 
we need no helps lo pray, they don't either, Lay people need 
the help that a prayerful atmosphere offers to prayer—the 
atmosphere or a church with statues and pictures that remind 
one of Cod. Now with us Jesuits it is different because of our 
intellectual formation. We can stop work at our desk and 
plunge into prayer right there, surrounded by our books and 
papers anti our workaday atmosphere." Now that I have some 
considerable experience in directingjesuits in prayer and the 
spiritual life, 1 am pretty much convinced that this good priest 
was right, in what he said about our lay people and wrong in 
what he said about his fellow Jesuits who, being human beings 
after all, are just as much in need of a prayerful place and 
prayerful atmosphere when they go to pray as are laypersons— 
more so, in facL, because of their sometimes overly intellectual 
formation. 

In his Spiritual Exercises St. Egnadus recommends that to 
better obtain the spiritual fruit that Lhe rctrcaLants are seeking 
during the first week of the exercises, in other words, to better 
obtain the grace of contrition, of repentance, the sense of 
their sinfulness, they close the shutters of their rooms and 
create an atmosphere of darkness all around Lhem. Try this for 
yourself. Or go a step further aud light a candle in a very dark 
room. Then set yourself to pray and see if it makes a differ¬ 
ence to your prayer. {Only make sure you do not stare Fixedly 
at the candle lest you go into a mild hypnotic trance.) This, l 
imagine, is the idea behind candlelight dinner at Christmas; 
the candlelight affects our mood, it creates an atmosphere, 
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just as does the silver light of fluorescent tubeligh ts, Notice the 
effect that a cloudy day has on you, and a bright day after the 
rains when all is fresh and alive, and you will understand that 
all these “materiar things affect us very profoundly indeed; 
they affect our emotional slates. Many or the saints drew rich 
spiritual benefit from them, 

Praying in the Same Place: “Holy* Places 

I am now going to suggest something that will seem strange 
to those of you who have not experienced it. I suggest Lhat, as 
far as possible, you pray either in a place like the ones I have 
indicated above (exposed to the beauties of nature) or in 
some “holy" place. What do I mean by a “holy” place? I mean a 
place reserved for prayer, a church or chapel or prayer room. 
If this is not possible, then keep some corner in your room or 
your house for prayer and pray every day there. The place will 
develop a sacred character and, after a while, you will notice 
that it is easier to pray there than in anoLher place. 

Gradually you will develop what I might call a sense for holy 
places. You will notice how easy it is to pray in places that have 
been sanctified by the presence and the prayers of holy peo¬ 
ple, and you will understand the reason behind pilgrimages to 
holy places. I know people who are able to walk into a house 
and tell with fair accuracy the spiritual state of the community 
Living in the house. They can “feel it in the atmosphere." ( 
found this hard to believe myself, but I have too much evi¬ 
dence of it to doubt it any longer now. 

1 once made a retreat under a BuddhisL master who told us 
that we would probably find it easier to meditate in the prayer 
hall than in our rooms. J noticed, to my surprise, that this was 
true. He attributed it to the “good vibrations" in the room, vi¬ 
brations that had come there as a result of so much prayer 
that had been offered in that room, I attributed it to autosug¬ 
gestion, to the fact that the master had suggested iL When I 
myself conducted a similar retreat for a large group of Jesuits, 
I was careful not to make any suggestion with regard to the 
place of prayer. To my surprise, many of them began lo tell 
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tne on their own that they Pound it much easier to meditate, lo 
find peace and tranquillity, in the chapel than in their rooms! 
Eventually l was told by a Jesuit confrer e who happened to be 
giving a retreat in another place that a sannyasi (a I lindu holy 
man) living nearby once said to him* after the retreat, "What 
were you doing in your house between nine and ten each 
night? From my house T could sense a very great increase of 
good vi brad on s," The Jesuit retreat master was surprised: each 
night between nine and ten all the retreatants gathered to¬ 
gether in the chapel for an hour of adoration before the 
Blessed Sacrament. How had this sannyasi sensed it across the 
street when no one had told him what was going on? 

This leads me to another point* Many people have a 
charism for praying before the Blessed Sacrament Somehow 
when they are in the presence of the Eucharist their prayer 
come!) alive. We hear of saints who had Lhis charism to such an 
intense degree that they were able to tell* as if by instinct* if 
ihe Blessed Sacrament were preserved in a place or noL, even 
though there were no external signs by which they could tell; 
or they could even tell the difference between a consecrated 
host and an u neon secrated one merely from this instinct they 
had for the Blessed Sacrament. Your charism may not be as 
strong as theirs, but it may be strong enough for you Lo have 
noticed that it does make a difference to your prayer when 
you pray before the Blessed Sacrament, If this is so, then 1 sug¬ 
gest that you “exploit” Lhis charism, that you do not let it die, 
because it will bring you many spiritual blessings. Pray before 
the Blessed Sacrament whenever you can. 

One final remark on this subject of the place of prayer No 
matter where you pray, make sure the place is clean. I once 
read a Buddhist book on meditation where concrete and de¬ 
tailed instructions were given on preparation of the place of 
meditation: Sweep the place clean* the book said, then mop it; 
place a spotlessly clean sheet on it; then take a bath to purify 
your body, wear light clothing that is also spotlessly dean; light 
a pair of incense sticks to give the place a fragrant atmo¬ 
sphere, Then begin your meditation. Very good advice* in- 
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deed. Have you noticed what a difference it makes to your de¬ 
votion to have the Eucharist celebrated at an altar that is 
shabby, to have the priest wear shoddy vestments and to notice 
that the altar linen is soiled? Change all oF that (all you need is 
a couple of assistants) and you will be surprised at the transfor¬ 
mation! Scrub everything clean: the altar, the floor, the sacred 
vessels, the candlesticks. Use snow white linen on the altar and 
simple, but attractive vestments for the priest—it is as if you 
have been interiorly renewed 1 

I remember walking into a little Buddhist shrine somewhere 
in the Himalayas, There were little silver bowls of varying size 
placed before an image of the Buddha, all of them filled with 
water. The bowls were bright and sparkling and the water crys¬ 
tal clear and the mere sight of them did something to me and 
does something lo me even today when I remember them. 
They somehow put me into the presence of God. 

Pay attention, then to Lite place where you worship. It will 
not be long before you notice Lhe beneficial results of this in 
your prayer. 

Aids to Prayer: Time 

I told you in a previous conference that it is only with a 
good deal of reluctance that most of us accept the fact of our 
dependence on matter and act accordingly. Matter seemingly 
puts limits to us; it seems to curb our freedom, and so we do 
not find it pleasant to have to choose a place for prayer that 
will be conducive to prayer. (Why can’t we be beings who can 
pray just anywhere without having to bother about the place of 
prayer?) We do not find it pleasant to seek help from our bod¬ 
ies, to search For postures conducive to prayer (W T hy not any 
posture at all? Why do we have to depend on our bodies?) 

There is perhaps no dependence that we accept more reluc¬ 
tantly than our dependence on time. How wonderful it would 
be if we did not need time for prayer; if we could compress all 
our prayer into one compact minute and have done with iL. 
There are so many, many things to do—-books Lo read, work to 
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finish, people 10 meet. For most of us the twenty-four hours of 
each day are just not enough for ail the things we have to dio. 
And so it does seem a great pity that we have to expend a great 
deal of this precious Lime in prayer. If only there were some 
way of having Instant Prayer, the way we have Instant Coffee 
and Instant Tea! Or suppose we just said that everything we do 
is a prayer? That might be an easier way of getting around the 
difficulty. 

But as the months and the years roll by we know that this 
formula simply doesn’t work. There is no such thing as Instant 
Prayer any more than there is such a thing as Instant 
Relationship. If you want to build a deep and lasting relation¬ 
ship with someone, you have lo be ready to invest lots and lots 
of time in it. That is the way it is with prayer, which, after all, is 
a relationship with Cod. As the years pass we also realize that 
we have fooled ourselves when we lulled ourselves into believ¬ 
ing that everything we do is a prayer. We would have been 
more accurate if we had said that everything we do ought to lie 
a prayer. But, alas, what ought to be, and what actually is a re¬ 
ality in the lives of many saintly prayerful people, is not yet a 
reality for us. We had jusL tioL reached that depth of intimate 
communion with God necessary for making our every action a 
prayer, before we embarked upon tins everything-is-a-prayer 
program. 

Perhaps it is safe to say that the two biggest obstacles to 
prayer for modern human beings are (1) nervous tension, 
which makes it impossible for them to be still and (2) lack of 
time. Too many pressing demands are made on our time and 
we are, unfortunately, all too inclined to feel that prayer is a 
waste of time, chiefly when it does not yield immediate results 
that are perceptible to mind and heart and senses. 


Rhythm of Prayer: Kairos Versus Chronos 

Unless you have a very special gift of prayer from the Lord, 
a gil'L that, in my experience, is very rarely given Lo people, you 
are going to have to invest a great deal of time in prayer if you 
desire to make progress in it and to deepen your relationship 
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with God. Learning to pray is just like learning any other art 
or skill. It calls for much, much practice, and a great deal of 
time and patience. Because you are up today and down tomor- 
row, you feel you have made a great breakthrough today and 
tomorrow you wonder if you aren't right back in square one. 
Finally, learning to pray calls for regular, even daily, exercise. 
If you are learning to play tennis or the violin it will never do 
to invest a Jot of time in it one day and then neglect it for die 
next; it will never do to "play when you feel like in” You have 
to play regularly, whether you feel like it or not, if your hands 
and your whole body are going to get adjusted to the racquet 
or the musical instrument and if you are to develop the sixth 
sense that makes you a virtuoso. If you practice in fits and 
starts you might as well not set out at all to master the art; you 
are just wasting all the time Lhat you invest in it so irregularly. 
Praying when you “feel like it” is just as bad as playing when 
you feel like it—if your aim is to master the art, that is. The 
less you pray the worse it gets. 

There used lo be a theory some ten years ago that was mar¬ 
keted under the label of “Rhythm of prayer.” In my opinion it 
did a lot of harm—it certainly did some harm to my own 
prayer life—and, even, though it has lost a considerable por¬ 
tion of the popularity it enjoyed among priests and religious a 
decade ago, l feel it is sufficiently alive and flourishing to con¬ 
tinue to do much harm, I should therefore like to explain it 
and refute iu Mind you, I am not against every theory thaL 
goes under the rhythm-of-prayer tide. It is jusL the type that I 
am about to explain that 1 am against. 

According to this theory, different people are differently 
constituted where prayer is concerned, just as different people 
are differently constituted where physical exercises are con¬ 
cerned, There is no doubt that everybody, to keep healthy, 
needs a certain amount of physical exercise. But some need 
more and others need less. Some need to take their exercise 
daily. Others don’t, They take it at irregular intervals when the 
body feels the need of it. Regular exercise, doing exercise ac¬ 
cording to a timetable, seems as irrational (though perhaps 
not so harmful) as eadng according to a prefixed timetable. 
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You eat when you are hungry. To act otherwise is both irra¬ 
tional and harmful. 

And so it is with prayer. There U no doubt Lhat prayer needs 
time. The question is how much lime, and what time. Should 
it be a lengthy period each time, like a full hour or more? 
Should it be regular, like once a day or even more than once a 
day? This would be to pray according to the chronometer and 
not according to the movement of grace and one's own spiri¬ 
tual needs- There are two words to express time in Greek: chro- 
nos, meaning the quantity of time—minutes, seconds, hours— 
and kairos, meaning the hour of grace, not the hour according 
to Lhc clock. This is the sense in which Jesus uses the word 
when he speaks of his “time" or his “hour," He is talking of his 
kairos, the divinely appointed time, the hour of grace. Well, 
says this theory, let us pray, not according to a pre-fixed time¬ 
table but according to our own personal kairos. Let us search 
for the time of grace, be alert to the call of God to pray and to 
our own spiritual needs and, when Lhe call comes, or the need 
is felt, then let us pray and give all the lime necessary to it un¬ 
til the need is satisfied or the divine call has been answered. 

The theory is, indeed, a very attractive one because it seems 
so reasonable. I am sorry to say I was converted to it myself 
and lived it out for a couple of years—with noL a liuJc harm to 
my prayer life. And there is no one 1 know of, among the 
many, many priests and religious 1 have directed, who has 
profited from living by this theory. Let me tell you why. 

First of all, as I said above, the less you pray the worse it 
gets. You keep putting it off for some other time. There are 
dozens of things that are clamoring for your lime and atten¬ 
tion, there arc: all sorts of emergencies, urgent situations, cri¬ 
ses, and it isn’t long before you realize that it is ages since you 
have prayed for any length of lime, except, perhaps, for the 
Mass or some liturgical function. You gradually begin to lose 
your appetite for prayer; your “prayer muscles" or your “prayer 
faculties* get atrophied, so to speak, and except in moments 
of distress when you need God’s help desperately, you begin 
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to live pretty much without any prayer. [ claim that Lhc human 
being is essentially a praying animal. If we could quieten the 
noise within ourselves, iTwe could be helped to come home to 
ourselves, prayer would rise up spontaneously within our 
hearts. However, human beings also carry within themselves a 
deep-seated reluctance to pray. Frequently wc resolve to pray, 
to come home to ourselves, to present ourselves before our 
God, but we experience a resistance within ourselves—a barely 
perceptible voice that calls us away. How often have we not ex¬ 
perienced this when, having overcome the voice and betaken 
ourselves to prayer, we are tempLcd repeatedly to give it up, to 
leave the chapel or the place of prayer, to abandon this unfa¬ 
miliar world into which we are venturing and to return to the 
familiar sights and sounds and occupations of our daily rou¬ 
tine of the world in which we are more at home? 

This leads me to my second argument against the pray- 
when-you-feel-called-to theory. i have just said that the danger 
in this is that you feel the call less and less; you become less 
sensitive to it. It is another call, the call away from prayer that 
keeps occupying your consciousness. In his Spiritual Exercises 
Sl Ignatius speaks of this voice calling us away from prayer as 
one of the standard experiences of those who are giving them¬ 
selves to God and to a life of prayer. There are consoling peri¬ 
ods, he says, when it is very easy and delightful to pray. But 
then come periods of whai he calls “desolation* when it be¬ 
comes exceedingly difficult to pray. One loses one's appetite 
for prayer. One may even feel disgusted with iL When this hap¬ 
pens, says Ignatius, far from giving in lo this and abandoning 
prayer to return to it when we are in a better mood, we are to 
consider this as an attack of the evil one and we are to resist it 
with courage (a) by not cutting down in the least the time we 
have allotted to prayer (b) by making no change whatsoever in 
our prayer timetable and finally, (c) by even adding a little ex¬ 
tra time to the time we had fixed for prayer. This last advice 
generally proves to be extremely beneficial even psychologi¬ 
cally because when you know that any inclination to desist 
from prayer will be given in to, you arc likely to produce more 
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and more of these inclinations, albeit unconsciously; whereas 
when the inclination is met with vigor and with an increased 
amount of time given to prayer, it somehow tends to go away! 

This whole approach of Ignatius is, of course, diametrically 
opposed to the theory [ am at present refuting. And experi¬ 
ence itself will show you the wisdom of this approach and the 
rich spiritual benefits it brings. How often people have told 
me that they have struggled through their prayer, fighting dis¬ 
tractions, resisting Lhe temp tad oil to get up and go away, ig¬ 
noring lire persistent voice that ichs them they are wasting 
their time, shoring up their determination to stick it out for 
the whole lime they had fixed to give to prayer, and then, mys¬ 
teriously, toward the end of that time things have changed 
completely, and they have been flooded with light, grace, and 
love of Cod. If they had gone away on the understanding that 
this was not their “kairos* they would have missed the many 
graces that Cod had kept for them at the end of their prayer, 
as a reward for their struggle and their fidelity. 

I am reminded now of a Jesuit seminarian who was given a 
deep experience of Christ one day, an experience that had a 
decisive effect on his spiritual life, when he did just that—he 
resisted the temptation to give in to disgust and distractions 
and to quit praying. He went into the chapel one evening to 
fulfil his daily “duty" of giving a full hour to prayer. After ten 
minutes he began to experience what he had experienced very 
frequently, nearly always, each time he went to pray—a strong 
urge lo get up and go away. He resisted the urge that day, not 
so much from any very spiritual motive as from the purely 
practical consideration lhat he had nothing very particular to 
do that particular hour and he might just as well waste it in the 
chapel as in his room. So he stuck it out. And ten minutes be¬ 
fore the prayer was to end, it happened. Christ came into his 
life and into his consciousness in a way he had never come be¬ 
fore, Filling this man’s heart and Lhe whole of his being with 
the awareness of Christ’s consoling presence. Here was one 
man who was deeply grateful Lhat he did not follow what he 
might have thought was his ^rhythm of prayer," And there are 
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many, many more like him. I am fairly certain dial all of you 
who are reading this are like this too. Don't take my word for 
it; test it out for a period of six months and see if it doesn’t 
prove true for you too. 

There is a third and final reason 1 have against Lhe prayer- 
rhythm theory and it is this: When a person has made some 
progress in his prayer life he or she is likely to reach what au¬ 
thors call the Prayer of Faith. This is a form of prayer in which 
you experience no sensible consolation in general For ex¬ 
ample: you generally have a greaL appetite for prayer, buL Lhc 
moment you go to pray you feel as if you arc in a blank, as if 
you are wasting your time; and you are generally tempted to 
stop you prayer forthwith and puL it off for some other lime. 
Now it is of vital importance that you nof stop praying, that you 
continue to invest time in prayer at this stage even though you 
feel you are wasting your time. What is happening, even 
though you may not know it, is that you are gradually getting 
adjusted to another kind of consolation that at the moment 
only seems like dryness, your spiritual eyes are learning pain¬ 
fully to discern light where now there appears superficially to 
be only darkness; in other words, you are acquiring new tastes 
in the matter of prayer. If you were to follow the pray-when- 
you-feel-called-to-it theory the danger is that you will feel no 
call whatsoever to pray or, more accurately, feel the call but 
lose all appetite for prayer the moment you give in to the call; 
and then, just when you are making progress in Lhe art of 
prayer, when you are rising to a new anti higher level of 
prayer, you are likely to give it up. 

1 shall have much more to say about the last two reasons— 
the necessity and wisdom of praying more rather than less— 
when we are in spiritual desolation, and about the whole mat¬ 
ter of the Prayer of Faith, so I shall content myself with just 
stating them here as a kind of refutation of Lhe theory l pro 
pounded above, and have you walL for a fuller development of 
these topics in later conferences. There is one point, however, 
somewhat linked with the matter of the Prayer of Faith, that I 
want to underscore before passing on to another point. And it 
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is this: truly spiritual people have a nearly habitual desire for 
prayer. They long to be away from everything and to com¬ 
mune in silence with God, to get in touch with the Infinite, 
the Eternal, the Ground of their Being, which is our Father, 
the source of all our life and our well-being and our strength. 
There isn't a single saint 1 know of who did not feel this con¬ 
stant urge, this compelling drive, the near-habitual appetite 
for prayer. Not that they gave in to the drive! No, many of 
them were too busy doing the work God had allotted them to 
have the time to satisfy this urge fully. But the urge persisted, 
creating a kind of holy tension in them, so that when Lhey 
were at prayer they would feel a longing to be up and about 
doing great things for Christ, and when they were working for 
Christ they would be longing to be away from everything and 
to be with Him alone. Sl Paul expressed Lhis tension well in 
another context, when talking not of prayer, but of his dying 
and being with the Lord in heaven. He says to his Philippians: 

For to me life is Christ, and death gain; hut what if my living on in the 
body may serve some good purpose? Which then am 1 to choose? I 
cannot teti. I am torn two ways: what I should like is to depart and be 
with Christ; that is better by far; but for your sake there is greater need 
for me to stay on in the body. 

Philippians 1:1-25 

Paul was an extremely active man, deeply involved in his work 
and in the life of his early Churches; yet he felt this tension be¬ 
tween continuing to work For Lhem and being away with 
Christ. 

The same may be said of other very active men like Francis 
Xavier or John Vianney, who was constantly having to resist 
the temptation to run away from his parish and become a her¬ 
mit so that he could spend all his time with God. This intense 
desire to be away and alone with God makes the apostle’s 
whole life and activity a prayer, and he is constantly sur¬ 
rounded and steeped in an atmosphere of prayer. Mahatma 
Gandhi remarked that it was his experience that he could eas¬ 
ily live for days on end without eating a single morsel of food, 
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but he could noL live for a single minute without prayer If he 
were deprived of prayer for even a minute, he said, he would 
go mad, given die type of life he was leading. 

Perhaps that is the reason why we ourselves do not feel this 
constant hunger for prayer and so fall victim lo theories like 
the one I mentioned above. We are not living the radical lives 
the Gospels challenge us to live and so we do not fed the con¬ 
stant need for the nourishment and support and vigor and life 
that only prayer can give us. We are not constantly hungry for 
prayer. In fact, we feel this hunger very rarely because we have 
so many things—worldly interests, joys and appetites, even 
problems and worries—with which to crowd our minds and 
our consciousness. We are too full of these distractions to 
sense the great void in our hearts and the great need we have 
of Cod to fill that void. 
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